
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Collector Chronicles

      The Complete Series

    

    




      
        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ASH Publishing]
          [image: ASH Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by D.K. Holmberg

      

      Cover art by Damonza

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Want a free book and to be notified when D.K. Holmberg’s next novel is released, along with other news and freebies? Sign up for his mailing list by going here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

      www.dkholmberg.com

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        
          Shadow Hunted

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

      
        
          Shadow Games

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Shadow Trapped

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Series by D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Shadow Hunted

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Carthenne Rel leaned over the bow of the ship as it sliced through the water, ignoring the salt as it sprayed up over the railings, inhaling deeply of warm air so different than that of her homeland. Sunlight glittered off the water, with the rippling waves seeming to sparkle. It was a sharp contrast to the dark-sailed vessel making its way toward them.

      “What should we do?” Jenna asked.

      She stood at the wheel of the Goth Spald, keeping them cutting through the waves. The ship was quick—once a smuggler’s vessel and now something quite different—and they could evade the oncoming ship if necessary, but Carth wanted to know more about the strange arrival. Everything they had learned had brought them here.

      The square sails were enormous—much larger than a ship its size needed—and it cut through the sea nearly as quickly as the Spald. Holes cut into the hull looked as if they were meant for weapons—or for oars. It wasn’t a merchant ship—at least, it wasn’t anything like she’d ever seen.

      “Keep our course,” Carth said.

      “That will take us directly into its path,” Jenna said.

      Carth glanced over at the raven-haired woman. “That’s the plan,” she said.

      “Do you think we’ll have to fight?” There was an eagerness to the question, which Carth tried to ignore.

      “Hopefully not. I’m still tired from the journey.” They had been sailing for several weeks, searching for information about why supply lines to the north had failed and why several of her ships had disappeared, but nothing in the northern part of the continent had provided any information. Then again, Carth hadn’t expected to learn anything there. Her own network—a group of women who had dubbed themselves the Binders—would have known were there something about that part of the world that could have been learned. The silence, which had been troubling, had been the reason Carth had needed to make this journey.

      Carth looked over the others standing on the deck of the Spald. She had a crew of four, including Jenna, all of whom had been with her for months and all selected not so much for their sailing abilities as for their other talents. None were quite as talented as Carth, but each of them offered other skills that she needed during this journey.

      “I didn’t think you needed so much rest,” Linsay said, approaching the railing and leaning forward. She had her chestnut hair pulled back into a thick braid and she wrinkled her nose as she stared at the oncoming ship. There wasn’t fear in her expression—none of the women feared a fight—but a distinct interest.

      Carth suspected that Linsay in particular would be interested in the strange ship coming their way. She was the archaist among them and, in the few months she’d traveled with them, had demonstrated considerable skill in identifying the various items they discovered. With a ship like what came toward them, they might need Linsay’s knowledge.

      “I don’t, but the last battle was only two days ago,” Jenna said.

      “Two days where you’ve done nothing,” Linsay said. “You’re getting lazy on the sea.”

      “Maybe the next time we face pirates, you could get involved.”

      Linsay shook her head. “That’s not my area of expertise.”

      “And what is your area of expertise?” Jenna asked.

      “Careful,” Carth said. She didn’t need her crew arguing, especially not with the ship bearing down on them. They would need to work together, except these women were the ones who needed the most help, which was the reason Carth had brought them with her. Had they not, it would have been easier to have left them with the rest of the Binders.

      Carth turned away from the railing and took the helm. “We’ll have plenty of opportunity to rest off any laziness when we reach the next port.”

      They were making their way along the coast, stopping in each port, searching for word about why ships had stopped traveling with supplies. The trade routes farther north of here were intact, but more southerly trade had become scarce. That seemed odd to Carth, odd enough that she needed to investigate.

      “What if we don’t find anything different?” Linsay asked. “We’ve been searching for word, anything that might explain this, but we haven’t come across anything. Maybe it’s time that we return to the Binders.”

      “Return?” Jenna said. “You’ve never been a part of the Binders.”

      “Careful,” Carth said again. She looked over at Alayna, who stood staring out at the sea, her hands gripping the railing. She alone avoided confrontation, and Carth needed her to take a greater leadership role. That was the reason she had come, not because she was some reclamation project—at least, not like the others.

      Jenna turned them slightly so that they would come at the ship from an angle. It was better than heading straight on, especially for boarding.

      “Do you think it makes sense to risk a fight?” Linsay asked.

      “You don’t have to be scared, especially not with the great Carthenne Rel,” Jenna said. There was an edge of sarcasm to her voice, and it would have made Carth uncomfortable if she didn’t know that this was the way Jenna coped. She had been through more than Carth yet knew, though she was determined to understand.

      “I don’t want to fight, but regardless of where I go, trouble always seems to find me,” Carth said.

      Alayna approached and leaned into Carth. She was stick thin, with none of Linsay’s curves, and had a pale complexion with pale brown hair, but it was her bright green eyes that were the most striking. Her mouth was quirked in a hint of a smile. “Have you ever considered that perhaps you are the one who brings trouble?”

      Carth grinned. Alayna was growing more skilled, especially with her assessment of ways to defuse the tension between the others. “You’re the one to ask? I seem to remember how we met and how you were in the middle of—”

      “Carth!” Jenna shouted.

      Movement from the ship caught her attention and she looked up. An enormous ballista bolt rocketed toward them.

      “Alayna. Take the helm,” she said calmly and jumped to stand atop the bow railing while focusing her magic.

      Carth was shadow born, one of the few born with the ability to manipulate shadows, an ability that came from her father. She could sink into them, solidify them, or use them to strengthen her. It was an ability she had taught herself, not having anyone who knew enough about the shadow born abilities to demonstrate them to her, and she defaulted to using this power whenever challenged. It had saved her countless times over the years. There were others with the ability to borrow the shadows—shadow blessed—but they didn’t use them the same way that she did.

      She had another aspect to her magic that came from her mother’s side. Others who shared this ability called it the S’al magic. It was the power of fire and required her to focus a flame burning within her before she could pour it out. She had strength of fire and had spent years training with it, only to learn that she needed a focus for it.

      It was the S’al that she called upon now.

      Though she preferred to use the shadows, in the daylight—especially as bright as it was now—she had to use the S’al. It was difficult to control with as much finesse as she commanded with the shadows, but it would be helpful against the ballista bolt—if she focused it correctly. If not, she ran the risk of burning down the ship.

      “Carth?”

      She ignored Jenna, focusing the flame.

      When she unleashed it, it consumed the ballista bolt.

      The bolt exploded barely a boat length in front of them. Debris scattered off it, some of which struck the ship. Carth pulled the heat from the debris, keeping it from burning through the hull.

      “I guess they didn’t want to talk,” Jenna said. “Too bad, because they look like they would make for excellent conversation. I’m mostly interested in their style. I mean, look at those sails.”

      Carth snorted. “Stay here,” she said. She didn’t need Jenna or her impulsivity causing more difficulty. Jenna was a skilled fighter—that was one trait that Carth wanted to help her hone—but she struggled with controlling her temper.

      “And let you have all the fun?”

      “You’ve had plenty of fun,” she said.

      Carth focused on the edge of shadows found along the deck, borrowing from what she could find along the ship. She didn’t need much for what she planned—not nearly as much as what she would have needed to stop the bolt. Reaching for the shadows required her to draw from something within her, a darkness that she had never fully understood, in order to connect to the shadows. Somehow, that part of her that was shadow born was able to grab for the edge of shadows—or, when they were thick enough, she could use all of them—and gain great power.

      When she forged the connection to the shadows, she used it to push off, sending her flying across the sea.

      She’d practiced jumps like this countless times, enough that she knew how to gauge the distance, even taking into consideration the movement of the ship. There was still risk involved if she misjudged. She could go flying past her target—it was unlikely she would fall short—but she didn’t fear leaving the Spald to the others. Jenna and Alayna were incredibly skilled fighters, and Linsay was capable enough. Only Boiyn wasn’t much of a fighter, and his skill with herbs more than made up for that fact.

      Carth landed as the other ship readied another ballista bolt.

      The ballista was enormous, and they had it anchored to the deck and hurriedly prepared another round. She could stop another, but there was always the chance that she would misjudge. If that happened, one of her small crew might be placed in danger. Carth had lost too many she cared about to lose another through inaction.

      Within the span of a heartbeat, she surveyed the ship, taking stock of how many were aboard. She counted five on the deck and, using her connection to her S’al, could detect another three below. It was something she should have done before. Distance didn’t matter too much when using the S’al like that.

      Two men prepared another bolt.

      Carth spun to them and pushed out a burst of flame toward the ballista. The ballista exploded.

      She pulled the heat from the explosion, preventing it from reaching their ship. There was no reason for her to sink the ship—yet. That time might come, and it wouldn’t be the first ship she had been forced to sink, but she wouldn’t get the answers to her questions if she destroyed the sailors.

      Two other men leaped at her, swords unsheathed.

      Carth spun, pulling her sword from its sheath in a single movement, and blocked both of the attackers, forcing them back.

      She used the thick shadows on the deck, an advantage the enormous dark sails provided for her, in her attack. Even without the shadows, she was a skilled swordsman. She had trained with some of the best swordmasters in the world, men and women who called themselves the A’ras and who had trained her to fight without the need to rely only on her magic. There had been too many times when her magic had failed her and she had trained so that she wouldn’t be helpless were that to happen again.

      The men were decent swordsmen, but decent wasn’t enough.

      She forced them back with a series of attacks before wrapping them in the shadows and cracking the hilt of her sword on their temples.

      She spun, turning her attention back to the others.

      The two men who had been loading the ballista had recovered and both had scurried back, retreating to the railing. The other person on the deck—a young woman who barely came to Carth’s shoulders—clutched a jar to her chest.

      Carth eyed the jar and wrapped the woman in shadows before she could use whatever was in it. There had been too many times when powders had affected her, leaving her weakened. She had learned not to take any sort of powder too lightly—especially if they were anything like what Boiyn created.

      “You can have it,” the woman said as Carth leaped toward her. Her voice squeaked as she spoke, and Carth noticed that she trembled.

      “What is it?”

      “He can have it. Just don’t kill us.”

      Carth grabbed the jar. Boiyn would have to study it to determine what it was and whether there was anything in it that would be dangerous. If this was what they protected, it must be valuable. She wouldn’t have stolen it—they weren’t pirates—but the circumstances didn’t give her much of a choice.

      “What is it?”

      The woman trembled as she shook her head. “Please. I—I don’t want to die. The Collector can have it back.”

      Collector? What had she stumbled into?

      Was this why she hadn’t heard from several of her ships? Was there someone who was attacking them?

      “How did you take this?” Carth needed to find out more, and the best way to do so might be to let the woman think she worked for this Collector.

      As she often did when trying to come up with a plan, she thought of a game board. She had learned strategy by playing a game called Tsatsun, a game that required skilled players to think dozens of moves in advance. Carth could plan at least a hundred or more and could see dozens of different possibilities. Few played, and of those, she had yet to find someone who challenged her.

      “We had—”

      “Kiara!” one of the men shouted.

      Kiara turned to him and shook her head, her eyes wide and beseeching the man. “She’s going to kill us if we don’t tell her.”

      “She’ll kill us either way. If you say anything, you expose those who still might oppose him.”

      “Tell me and I won’t kill you.” Carth leaned toward the woman and met her eyes. “Or don’t. At least by telling me, you have the chance of survival. It’s your choice.”

      The woman—girl, really—trembled again. Carth hated addressing her with such venom, but they had attacked her first. “We have a person inside,” she said hurriedly. “They helped us get it out.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “If I tell you, they’re dead.”

      “If you don’t, then you are. Whose life is more valuable?”

      The woman stared at her, more defiance in her gaze than had been there before. Whoever their insider was, this Kiara cared about them. Experience had taught her that she wouldn’t get someone like that to share—especially if she feared protecting someone she cared about.

      “Fine. Don’t tell me.” She turned to one of the men near the railing. He had dark hair and a thick beard. “You. Go get the others from below.”

      He shook his head. “There aren’t any below.”

      Carth glared at him, putting as much anger into the expression as she could. “If I go down, they’re dead. Which way do you want this to go?”

      “There aren’t—”

      “I’ll go,” Kiara said. “Please. Let me go.”

      Carth studied her a moment. Could she trust that Kiara wouldn’t go and destroy whatever was below deck? The woman came across as meek, but there was an edge to her.

      “Go, but be quick about it.”

      Kiara nodded and hurried below. Carth strode across the deck, surveying everything around her but keeping an eye on the shadows in case she were to need them. She didn’t know whether she would or not, and she seemed to have everything under control for now, but she had seen how even that could change in an instant.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      The man speaking leaned on the railing, looking at her. His face had already taken on some bruising. Carth would have felt worse were it not for the fact that they had attempted to destroy her ship.

      “You attacked me first.”

      He glared at her. “Not that. Why are you working for him? Don’t you understand what he’s after? What he will do if you—”

      “Careful, Eran,” another man warned. “She said she’d let us live. Don’t give her reason to change her mind.”

      “I want to know,” Eran said, defiance making him rise from the deck. His eyes flashed with heat, catching the sunlight. Movement flickered in them, reflected from the sea…

      Carth spun.

      Another ship approached.
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      The oncoming ship was enormous—nearly twice the size of hers and probably that much larger than the one she was on. Oars swept from either side of it, parting the water faster than the wind managed to push the sails. Its bow sliced through the water, unmindful of the waves slapping around the other ships, and the steel-reinforced ram headed straight toward the Goth Spald.

      They had been delaying her.

      Carth had to abandon her plan and whatever Kiara might have brought her. She had to keep this new ship from ramming hers.

      Borrowing from the shadows on the deck, she pressed through them and jumped. The leap carried her back to the deck of the Goth Spald, and Jenna frowned.

      “We would have been fine.”

      “Not with that coming at us,” Carth said, pointing to the oncoming ship.

      “That? We would have managed. We’ve handled worse before.”

      “I don’t want to sustain damage to the hull here. Not when we don’t know what’s going on. They’re smuggling something away from a man they call the Collector.”

      “Did you find out what it was?” Linsay asked. She had pulled out a spyglass and stared through it, surveying the ship. With as quickly as it approached, the spyglass was unnecessary, but probably more familiar to her than anything.

      “I didn’t have time. And besides, I’m not sure that was the most important thing that I learned.”

      “If not that, then what?” Jenna asked.

      “It’s the fact that there is someone called the Collector.”

      “The what?” Alayna asked.

      Carth breathed out. “That’s what I thought. They feared this person, whoever it is.”

      Carth took a spot on the bow and focused on the S’al burning within her. Using it on a ship that size would require strength and focus, and she wasn’t entirely sure that she would be successful. With water all around, it would take an enormous amount of power.

      Maybe she didn’t need to destroy the ship.

      Could she focus on the ram?

      Stopping that would give them a chance to fight back. If she didn’t, their focus would be on sealing off the damage to her ship rather than fighting. With as many oars as she saw on each side of the other ship, she suspected fighting would be difficult. If three dozen men suddenly tried to board, even Carth and her powers would be overwhelmed.

      She pushed heat and sent it streaking toward the ram, focused on the sharp steel curving just above the surface of the water. With the weight of the ship behind it—as well as the strength of the rowers—something like that would do considerable damage.

      The magical attack missed.

      Carth slipped her hand into her pocket, placing what had once been her mother’s ring—and a focus for the S’al magic—onto her finger. Blunted barbs pressed into her skin, enough that she was aware of its presence but not so much that it hurt. With the focus, she could draw a greater connection to the S’al magic, but doing so strained her, so she didn’t often choose to use quite so much power.

      The connection to the S’al was completely unlike her connection to the shadows. Whereas the shadows seemed to come from a darkness within her, something that allowed her to join with and draw upon shadows that existed around her, the S’al was a sense that burned through her, as if it flowed through her veins. Having a focus, something like the ring or the knife she had used when first learning to connect to it, allowed her to strengthen her bond to the flames and increase the intensity of them.

      Carth held her attention on the oncoming ship, staring at the ram and trying to ensure that she hit it as she intended.

      With the focus, she managed to push power from the S’al away from her. It connected with the ram, and the metal began glowing. It was a soft orange at first, with steam hissing off the water around the ship, and then became a deep red.

      From the distance, she could hear men screaming.

      “I think that was a little stronger than you intended,” Jenna said. She leaned over the railing, her sword unsheathed, though a sword wouldn’t do much good from this distance, even if Carth wanted her to assist in an attack.

      “It worked.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Carth focused on the ship, but the steam rising around the metal she’d deformed made it difficult to see anything clearly. “I think so.”

      “Good, because I think we’re about to find out.”

      Alayna had steered them at an angle, but the massive ship still headed toward them.

      “Hold on to something,” she said.

      Darkness loomed as the ship prepared to slam into them.

      Carth pulled on that darkness and used it to create a separation between the Spald and the oncoming ship. If she could delay the impact—or even slow it—they might manage to avoid too much damage. She wasn’t sure whether they would be able to avoid much else.

      The twisted metal slammed into the side of the Spald.

      The ship listed. “Linsay! Check on Boiyn.”

      The other woman nodded, though it was likely unnecessary. Even without checking on him, Carth could have asked Alayna. She had a gift particular to her people which allowed her to catch glimpses of the future, something she referred to as Seeing. Had she Seen anything happen to Boiyn?

      Carth used the shadows and pushed back, sending the massive ship away from them. She managed only a buffer, enough to keep separation, but it prevented the ship from further damaging the Spald.

      Jenna glanced over at her. “Ready?”

      “Not like that. Do you see how many rowers they have?”

      “If we keep them below deck, they won’t be a problem.”

      Carth laughed. That was a solution she hadn’t considered, but it was one that might actually work. She glanced toward the stairs leading to the lower section of the ship. It would be helpful to bring Alayna, especially as she could keep a more level head than Jenna, but it might be better if she remained on the Spald to navigate and keep Linsay and Boiyn safe.

      “Stay by me. Don’t do anything you shouldn’t,” Carth said to Jenna, stepping up to the railing. The other ship was only a quarter boat length away. Close enough that even Jenna could reach. Already oars were in the water, sweeping at it, trying to get distance between the ramming ship and the Spald. If they managed to get much more separation, they would be able to make another attempt.

      “You always take the good fighters.”

      “You’re alive,” Carth said.

      “Alive but not living,” Jenna grumbled.

      They jumped.

      When Carth landed, she rolled, quickly taking stock of how many people were on the ship. Much like with the other, the sails created enough shadows for her to borrow from and she pulled on them, sinking within them. When she had first learned of her connection to the shadows, such a technique had been referred to as cloaking in the shadows. It still felt that way, but it was more than merely cloaking. She practically sank into them, almost becoming a part of them, connected to them in a way that she was not with her S’al magic.

      There were six men on the deck of this ship, all armed. Three carried swords and had unsheathed. One man—a thick-armed man with colorful tattoos around his bare shoulders—swung a rope with a long hook at one end, which he would use to try and secure the ship to the Spald. Two others had crossbows aimed and ready to fire.

      Jenna had already swept into her attack.

      Carth watched. The woman was skilled. It was the reason Carth had selected her for the voyage. There had been a time when Carth had trained others to help them become more skilled, but she’d passed that responsibility on to others. Now she preferred someone she could count on to be independent, not someone she would need to watch over. And Jenna didn’t need Carth to help train her nearly as much as she needed to learn restraint.

      Jenna worked with a short sword and moved with a languid grace. That fluidity was natural to her people, as was the enhanced strength. Though she wasn’t as muscular as most of the men on the ship, she was likely stronger.

      It didn’t take her long to defeat the three swordsmen.

      Carth had shifted the shadows, moving them so that they continued to conceal herself, keeping Jenna covered by the shadows. One of the men with crossbows aimed in Jenna’s direction, motioning to the other.

      They shouldn’t be able to do that, not unless they had seen through the shadows.

      Carth reached toward them with her shadows, thickening them around the two men. Jenna could deal with the man holding the rope and hook.

      Typically, when she wrapped the shadows around someone, they were constricted, held immobile. They created something like a band, a physical barricade that couldn’t be overcome.

      The nearest man stepped free.

      Interesting. What abilities did they possess?

      She’d been around enough people with magic that she knew her shadows weren’t infallible. The man who had trained her at Tsatsun had easily countered her ability with shadows, though that was before she had become as skilled as she was now. There were other ways—using naturally occurring plants and berries—to counter the shadows, but they typically relied on ability to counter Carth, stripping her of her connection to magic. Nothing had been done to her.

      What of the flame?

      Carth shifted her focus, pulling on the S’al magic. As she did, she heated the space between her and the other attackers, focusing it on their weapons. The nearest man dropped his with a suppressed yelp, and the other man furrowed his brow. Had she miscalculated?

      She didn’t think so.

      That was even more interesting.

      There was another way to attack using her magic, but if they had managed to avoid both shadow and flame, she doubted it would make a difference were she to combine the effects, although sometimes there were surprising results when she did.

      As she leaped at the nearest man, she surged out with both the shadows and the flame, a mixture. Light flashed, followed by the soft thunder of the explosion. It was difficult magic to control.

      The men were thrown back. If nothing else, she could use that advantage and attack.

      Carth reached the first man and slammed the hilt of her sword into his forehead. She spun, turning to the next as he raised his crossbow and took aim at her.

      She kicked, sending the crossbow across the deck of the ship.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “I’m the one who asks the questions.”

      “Not on my ship, you aren’t.”

      Carth looked up too late.

      A rope swirled around her and cinched tight. She sent flames through it, attempting to burn free, but the flames failed, as if the ropes were immune to the magic. She drew on the shadow magic, attempting to destroy them, but that failed, too.

      She was trapped.

      And she had already seen that there were others on the ship who could resist the effect of her magic.

      She turned to the man who held her. “And who are you?” she asked.

      “Seeing as how I’m the one who managed to capture you, I think I’ll ask the questions.”

      “My ship and crew will board and destroy—”

      “I see no ship. I see no crew. You are mine.”

      Carth looked over his shoulder, where the Goth Spald should have been, and found it missing. Jenna was also gone.

      She was alone. Trapped. And with others who felt nothing of her magic.

      There was a time when she would have been scared and would have felt helpless. That was a time when she would have doubted herself and how she could fight without her magic. She was not that person anymore.

      Carth smiled.
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      The captain wrapped her arms and legs in rope, binding them tightly until Carth thought the feeling might leave her fingers and toes. If nothing else, that would be as effective a way of confining her as any. If she couldn’t walk and she couldn’t hold a sword, she couldn’t fight.

      Carth again tried pushing her connection to the S’al through the rope, but it failed.

      Even if her magic managed to subdue her captors—and she thought she could use another concussive blast of combined magic were it necessary—she didn’t know whether she would be able to get herself free.

      “You are nothing like others we’ve faced. How much did they pay you?” the captain said as he made his way back over to her.

      He knelt in front of her, stopping far enough away that she couldn’t slam her forehead into his. He was an unassuming man, dressed in loose-fitting gray clothing belted at the waist with a thick band of leather, and his hair was closely cropped. Deep brown eyes studied her as if she were a puzzle to solve.

      What was happening here? She had thought the other ship had delayed her so that she would be attacked by this much larger—and better-armed—ship, but was that not the case at all?

      The other ship had feared her arrival, thinking that she had come for something they carried and that she worked for this person they referred to as the Collector. Could it be that this ship was not with them at all?

      Maybe this captain was with the Collector.

      That would make sense, especially with how prepared the men on this ship were for the possibility of a magical attack. Now that she thought about it, they were dressed differently, too. That by itself didn’t make a big difference, but combined with the captain’s comment, she had to wonder if she had read the situation wrong.

      What she needed was some way to learn more. She could risk taking the time needed to discover which side these men were with and, in so doing, buy time for the Spald to return. And it would return. As she hadn’t seen Jenna, she suspected she had returned to the Spald to get help. Carth didn’t look forward to her taunting about how she had been captured.

      “Enough for me to take the job,” she said.

      “Then you made a mistake, but I think he will be most interested in learning from you. You’re exactly what he’s been hoping to find.”

      “Someone who will slip a sword into his belly?” Carth asked.

      The captain shook his head and stood. “I doubt it. If you couldn’t get past me, then there’s little chance you’ll reach him. Besides, maybe for the right price, you’ll decide you want to work with him rather than against him. Many make a similar choice.”

      “Like you?”

      Carth was intrigued by what she’d fallen into. During her travels, she had come across plenty of people with power—sometimes with significant power. She had neutralized one such power—a man by the name of Danis—and knew that eventually she would have to end it entirely, but that was a distant threat, one that she wasn’t prepared to take on at this time. She knew that she wasn’t ready, which was part of the reason she had continued to sail south, wanting to expand her influence and network so that she wouldn’t be surprised.

      Despite that, she had still managed to be surprised.

      “I never had to make a choice like that. I willingly serve.” The captain smiled, and as he did, he seemed younger than he had, possibly no older than Carth. “It’s the coin, you know? There aren’t many willing to pay what he can, not even your friends. You’ll see.”

      Carth stared at him, waiting for something more that never came. He turned away, heading toward the back of the ship, leaving the two men aiming crossbows at her. She glared at them, but they both seemed to ignore her. As much as she hated to admit it, that bothered her. She was accustomed to others at least acknowledging her presence—and didn’t mind them fearing her.

      She shook away those thoughts. What she needed now was focus.

      What did she know? Not enough to allow herself to be carried off to this Collector. If he was as well protected as the captain made it sound, then Carth doubted that she wanted to be too near him, not without considerable resources—and much better preparation.

      If nothing else, the game of Tsatsun had taught her that she needed to have more information so that she could plan her strategy and know how her opponents might react. With what she knew, she felt as if she were sitting in a corner of the game board without sight of any of the other pieces. It was a dangerous place to be in, especially when there seemed to be some pieces on the board that could counter what she thought were her natural strengths.

      She needed to get free. Then she could learn what she needed. And she had to get free before the Spald made its way to her, and Jenna and Alayna risked themselves coming for her. They were skilled fighters, but Carth had no idea how many men were below deck, ready to fight were it necessary.

      Already she thought she knew where she would go. The other ship had people who opposed the Collector, and they had not been able to counter Carth’s attack, so they would be the best place to start. She could learn what they knew and then move on, find out more about this Collector, and decide what else needed to be done.

      That required her to somehow get free.

      There was one way that she knew she could, but doing so meant sinking the ship. That might become necessary, but she hoped that it wouldn’t, not if she intended to learn more about the Collector.

      Her magic wouldn’t work on the men holding the crossbows—at least, not entirely. Might there be a way she could neutralize them? If not them, their weapons?

      It wasn’t that her connection to the shadows or to the S’al was limited. That was unusual and spoke to the men’s confidence in their ability to overpower her. And they had overpowered her, but only after Jenna had proven that she was able to easily defeat the swordsmen. The other times when she had been captured, her captors had managed to remove her connection to her magic. That was difficult enough, and Carth had learned ways of avoiding that.

      With the connection intact, there were still other things she could do.

      A trickle of S’al. That was all she needed.

      Carth focused on it, pulling the sense of the flame from deep within her, feeling the way it burned. As she often did, she felt a sense of her blood boiling, as if the heat tore through her, and she let the feeling ooze away. There had been a time when such control would have been beyond her. It was still difficult, especially easing out with it rather than letting the power explode, but an explosion of power wasn’t what she needed now.

      Control. That was what she needed.

      Before she did anything else, she needed to neutralize those crossbows. They were crude weapons and she didn’t know how accurate either man would be with them, but if they managed to trigger them before she moved, even a stray bolt could be deadly.

      And she had to act before the numbness in her feet and hands became too much.

      Heat trailed from her, directed at the crossbow.

      She focused on the string. That would be the most sensitive to flames—unless it was somehow enhanced in the same way as the rope holding her.

      Carth was rewarded with a trail of smoke coming from the crossbow.

      She shifted her attention, focusing on the other weapon, sending the same heat to it. Like with the other, smoke began to trail.

      Breathing in, drawing on the shadows for strength, she waited. When the strings relaxed, she had to be prepared for anything.

      It happened with a sharp snap.

      When the first broke, the man holding it swore and quickly brought his crossbow down to look at it.

      The other pulled the trigger.

      Standing bound as she was, Carth braced herself. She could jump, but that diverted her connection to the shadows and she might need them if she intended to avoid taking a bolt in her side.

      Shadows thickened around her.

      The crossbow never fired.

      The string snapped before it could, the tension in it slapping against the man’s hand.

      The first man raced toward her, bringing back his crossbow as if to slam it into her head. Carth focused and lunged, using the connection to the shadows to strengthen herself. He might be able to ignore the effects of the shadows—and possibly see through them—but her use of the shadows to strengthen herself was another matter entirely.

      She crossed the distance between them, driving her shoulder into his chest. She toppled onto him, knocking the wind out of him, and rolled.

      Her movements were difficult with her hands confined as they were, but she managed to get clear and roll into the other man. His leg snapped and he fell with a scream. She rolled onto him, grabbing for the sword he had sheathed at his waist, drawing it free.

      She jumped.

      The jump took her off the deck and into the cold water.

      Carth made no effort to swim, letting the water carry her down. She sunk lower and lower into the depths, darkness swirling around her. They were shadows she could use—and did.

      She used the sword to slice the ropes free. They might be immune to her flame magic, but a sharp sword cut through them easily. Carth held on to them to keep them from sinking, wanting to study them if nothing else, and kicked toward the surface.

      When she reached the light, she slowed.

      The ship would be there, and likely they were searching for her. She’d learned she could hold her breath for a long time if it were needed. And here, it might not even be needed. She could pop her head above the surface, just enough to get some air, and drop back down.

      Could she use the shadows to conceal her presence?

      It hadn’t worked when she had been on the ship, but maybe it would here.

      She wrapped them around herself.

      Moments passed, stretching from minutes to longer.

      Carth finally risked pushing her head above the surface, just enough that she could take a breath, and looked.

      The ship had sailed on, moving quickly away from her and heading south.

      They had left her.

      She held her head above the surface of the water, searching the waves for signs of the Goth Spald or the other ship, anything that could get her out of the water, but there was nothing.

      Carth would have to swim—and wait.

      Eventually, she suspected the Spald would find her, but it would take time. They had ways of searching for her and her connection to magic, but if they had sailed away, trying to get free of the larger ship, it could be hours before they returned.

      How long could she swim here?

      As long as she needed, but she would be tired—and weak—when they found her. If they found her. And that was if some sea creature didn’t find her first.

      Maybe she would have been better off fighting her way through the ship. The more she thought about it, though, the more she remained convinced she had been right to get free. There were too many—and too many able to ignore her magic—for her to manage safely. The better move had been getting free.

      Now she would have to wait.

      She hated waiting.
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      The sight of the Goth Spald sailing toward her was a welcome one.

      Carth climbed onto the ship, water dripping from her. She had been floating for hours. It had been long enough that she had lost track of time, though she had followed the path of the sun as it trailed across the sky. It had been long enough that she had begun to wonder whether anyone would come for her, and this despite the fact that she had her connection to her S’al magic to draw Boiyn to her. He had a way of tracking her through some concoction that he had long ago created.

      “It took you long enough,” Carth said as she climbed out of the water, squeezing it from her hair. Her lips were cracked from the time spent submerged, and she needed a drink.

      “We thought you’d want us to follow the other ship,” Jenna said.

      Carth frowned. That was what she would have wanted. Did it matter that she had spent a few hours in the water? Not if they had discovered more about them.

      “And did you?” she asked.

      “They sailed for the coast and made their way to a hidden port.” Alayna stood at the helm, peering out at the sea. Her brow was furrowed, and a hint of a frown remained on her face. Green eyes flashed, reflecting the fading sunlight. “I had Seen that you were safe.”

      Carth leaned on the railing, catching her breath. She tossed the enhanced ropes onto the deck, along with the sword she’d stolen to cut herself free. “I wish I knew whether your ability ever failed you.”

      “Would I be of much use to you if it failed?”

      Carth shrugged. “You’re still a skilled fighter, even if you didn’t have your ability.”

      Alayna’s jaw clenched slightly. “Not as much of a fighter if I didn’t have that ability, Carth. It would be like you without your abilities.”

      Carth grunted and turned away from the railing. “My abilities weren’t of much use this time.”

      “What happened?” Jenna asked. “After we took out the swordsmen—”

      “After you took out the swordsmen,” Carth corrected.

      “Fine. After I took out the swordsmen, I saw someone grab you with the rope. I waited, but…”

      “It’s not your fault. They had used something on the rope that made it so I couldn’t get myself free. I want Boiyn to study it. See if there’s anything he can discover about how they were able to counter my connection both to the S’al and to the shadows.”

      “Likely a coating.”

      Carth’s attention was diverted by the arrival of Boiyn. He had pale white skin and a completely bald head, barely visible through the hooded cloak he had pulled up to protect himself from the sunlight.

      “I could have brought it down to you, Boiyn,” Carth said.

      He licked his lips and shook his head. “There is no need, Carthenne.” He crouched in front of the rope and brought it up to his nose, inhaling deeply. He squeezed the rope and then ran it between his fingers. Water dripped from it. “Would you mind?” He looked up at Carth expectantly.

      “Mind what?”

      “Attempt to administer your flame magic to it.”

      “It doesn’t work against this, Boiyn. That’s why I was trapped.”

      His mouth quirked in a partial smile. “I have rarely seen you trapped, Carthenne.”

      She grunted. Boiyn had been with her a long time, having trained with some of the most skilled herbalists Carth could find in Asador. He was more valuable than any of the others who traveled with her because of his knowledge. He had a keen mind and remembered everything he saw and read, making him particularly adept at mixing various enhancing concoctions. Carth rarely accepted an enhancement, not wanting to rely upon them, but when she did, it made her much stronger than she would be without them.

      Given his mind, she often wondered what it would be like if he were to play Tsatsun. Would he be able to challenge her? The longer she traveled, the more she began to wonder whether she ever would find someone who could challenge her in the game. Maybe she had reached her peak with it.

      She shook the thought away. There were more pressing issues. “Maybe I wasn’t trapped, but they were immune to my magic.”

      “Which is why I advise you to at least carry with you an enhancement.”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know that it would’ve mattered. By the time I realized that they were immune to it, they had already captured me.”

      Boiyn stood, holding the length of rope between his arms, patiently waiting for her to attempt to use her flame magic on it as he requested. “Perhaps it would not have mattered, but at least consider it.”

      “I’ll consider it if you consider training with me,” Carth said with a smile.

      He crinkled his nose in disgust. Boiyn saw himself as a healer, despite the fact that he would often mix medicines that could be used for much darker purposes. Something had happened to Boiyn when he was much younger, something that had made it so that he didn’t care to fight. He had never shared with her what that was, and Carth respected him enough not to push him about it.

      Besides, his concoctions were a valuable enough contribution, enough that even Jenna didn’t challenge him, and she challenged everyone. She and Alayna preferred having sedatives smeared across their weapons. It made for much shorter fights. Few expected poisoned blades outside of the Neelish sellswords, and they were leagues away from Neeland.

      “Now, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      Carth shrugged and sent a surge of flame toward the rope. She used more than what was necessary, not expecting anything.

      It surprised her when the rope immediately burst into flames and Boiyn dropped it onto the deck. He stomped out the fire before it had a chance to spread, though Carth could have withdrawn the flame as well.

      “I wasn’t able to do that before.”

      Boiyn shook his head and leaned down to grab another section of cut rope off the deck. He tossed it to Carth, and she caught it out of the air. “I suspect not. Your time in the water likely diluted whatever they had coated it with.”

      “You think this was only for flame resistance, or do you think this was intended to prevent magic such as mine?” They had seemed prepared for someone like her, as if they had faced others with magical ability. There were others like Carth who had talent with the flames, though they were not found this far to the south.

      “Who’s to know? It’s possible they only placed a sealant on the rope to prevent flames from spreading, but you have proven yourself capable of overcoming such sealants before. That tells me this was likely something else.”

      Carth nodded to herself, twisting the rope between her fingers. It even seemed to feel different than it had before. When it had bound her wrists and ankles, there had been something almost slippery about it. That was gone. “Could it be possible for them to weave an entire rope with something designed to repel magic?”

      “I suppose if they started with each strand coated in a particular way, but even that would be incredibly time consuming. It hardly seems worth it.”

      “Unless they faced people with abilities frequently.”

      Boiyn twisted his face into a frown. “I will see if I can discover anything from the sample remaining. Given how long you must have been in the water…”

      “I understand if you can’t find anything.” She looked past him and out over the sea. “Besides, if you follow the other ship, there might be another way for me to learn about these people.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that, especially considering what you went through?” Jenna asked.

      “The first ship spoke of someone called the Collector. The second one worked for him, I think. I’d like to know whatever is taking place before we plan our next move.”

      Everyone nodded, and it was a measure of the time they’d spent together that no one argued with her. She hadn’t expected them to do so. Boiyn made his way back below deck, pulling the hood back from his bald head as he stepped out of the sunlight. Alayna remained at the helm, steering with a confidence that she’d gained from years spent sailing with Carth. Linsay was nowhere to be seen, though Carth suspected she had been working with Boiyn. Since she had joined them a few months ago, they were often together, Linsay interested in studying from Boiyn, hoping to understand how he mixed his various concoctions. Boiyn was liberal with his sharing of information, especially with those who traveled with Carth.

      The shoreline quickly came into view. It was rocky and would be difficult to navigate. Carth was not surprised that Alayna was able to maneuver through here. Her ability to See, to anticipate, protected them.

      “Where did the ship disappear?” Carth asked. The sun had set, leaving them with a growing darkness. Carth peeled shadows away from the Spald, making it so that they could navigate more easily. A jagged rock would do as much damage as the ship that had tried to ram them.

      “There’s a river that winds through here,” Alayna said.

      “How long is the river?”

      “We weren’t able to follow it all the way,” Jenna said. “Boiyn felt your call for help.”

      She was thankful for that. Boiyn had other abilities beyond his intellect, though his intellect was what had drawn her to him. And his enhancements. They helped everyone.

      “Then we should sail carefully here,” Carth said.

      “They won’t be much farther,” Alayna said.

      “Is that something you See, or is that because you don’t think the river goes much more beyond here?”

      Alayna shrugged. “Sometimes it is difficult to separate what I see and what I See. Does that make sense?”

      Carth laughed. “With you, I’m not sure that anything makes sense. Your ability is unlike anything I can understand.”

      Alayna studied her for a moment. “You understand it better than you let on. You have to for you to have defeated Haern.”

      At the mention of the assassin’s name, Carth frowned. He had killed someone close to her, and had nearly killed Carth, before going off with Danis. His disappearance—and her inability to reach him—still angered her. When she finally decided it was time to end the accords with Danis and the Hjan, assassins who had killed her parents and nearly destroyed the only home she had ever claimed, she would see that Haern was destroyed too. “Defeating someone and understanding their ability aren’t always interrelated.”

      It was difficult to explain that sometimes tactics did not require understanding of everything she faced. That was something she’d learned from Tsatsun, and it was a lesson that she had struggled to teach to those who traveled with her. Few had any interest in learning and understanding the game, only Linsay showing some facility with it.

      They sailed toward the shore until lights came into view. It was a village, and not a large one. Her maps didn’t show any villages here, though this was a relatively inaccessible area along the coast. Carth had spent considerable time memorizing her maps, wanting to be prepared for whatever they might encounter. There might come a time when her maps were destroyed and she had to rely on that memory.

      “Anchor us here,” she said to Alayna.

      “Here?” She looked around, surveying the river. “The current will carry us if we’re not careful, Carth.”

      “I don’t think what I intend will take long.”

      “And what do you intend?” Alayna asked.

      Carth nodded toward the distant lights. Her ship would be black against the night, even darker with the shadows that she had wrapped around it, cloaking it entirely. If this village was occupied by people like those on the first ship she had encountered, they wouldn’t have any resistance to her. She could use the shadows and the flame and not fear them failing her.

      “If they went to the village, I intend to find out more about this man they fear and learn what they were trying to protect.”

      More than anything, that was what she thought she needed to know. The Collector had sent a powerful ship after this item. It had to have been powerful for them to have countered her as easily as they had. She would learn what they sought, and then she would have to decide whether to claim it for herself.

      “At least take more help with you this time.”

      “I intend to.”

      “You need someone capable of sailing,” Alayna said. She and Carth were the most skilled sailors, and in waters like these, with it as rocky as it was, constantly threatening the hull of the ship, Carth couldn’t risk having someone less experienced than Alayna or herself at the helm.

      “I’ll take Linsay and Jenna.” At least Linsay could help her understand whether there was something important to whatever item they had. It had to be something more than the jar of powder Kiara had clutched so tightly.

      “I don’t like this, Carth. I don’t See anything beyond the ship.”

      That troubled Carth, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. It bothered her that Alayna couldn’t come with her. Jenna was a skilled fighter, taking out anger that she’d built up through everything that had happened to her. Alayna was more calculating and thankfully less impulsive. Had Carth not needed her to stay with the ship, she might have preferred to have Alayna come with her rather than Jenna. She would never tell Jenna that—doing so would harm her confidence, and Carth had worked for the better part of a year to build it back.

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “On second thought, it might be better if you’re the only one who goes,” Alayna said.

      “You’re just saying that because you want my ship.”

      Alayna growled at her. “If that were the case, I would’ve kept it when you disappeared the last time. Or the time before it. Or—”

      Carth laughed softly. “You’ve made your point. You don’t want my ship.” Eventually, Carth hoped that Alayna would decide that she wanted to command her own ship. She was skilled, and Carth thought that she would need someone like Alayna as part of her fleet so that she could extend the reach of the Binders.

      Alayna watched her with her vibrant green eyes. She was a good hand taller than Carth, and so looked down at her. So often there was hardness to her expression, the kind of hardness that Carth had honed in the time that they had sailed together. It was the kind of hardness she had honed within herself, knowing it necessary to avoid getting hurt. As Alayna looked at Carth, that hardness softened.

      “Just come back safely. I grow tired of worrying about you.”

      “If any of these others were better sailors, they could stay on board rather than you.”

      Alayna shook her head. “The Great Watcher knows that I wish for the same thing, but haven’t you taught me that we must play the board as it lies before us?”

      “I’ve tried teaching, but most the time you don’t listen.”

      “It’s not my fault that you aren’t much of a teacher.”

      Carth patted Alayna’s hand and took a deep breath, making her way to the railing, where Jenna waited.

      “Are you ready?” Jenna asked.

      “I think this will be just me,” she said.

      Jenna stared at her, an angry frown flashing across her face before disappearing just as quickly. “The last time you were by yourself—”

      Carth clasped her on the shoulder. “You did nothing wrong the last time. Where I will need to go will require me to move in the shadows. I can do that more efficiently on my own without trying to maintain them around you.”

      It was a lie, and one that Jenna might see through, especially as she had known Carth to hold shadows wrapped around all of them before, but there was truth to it as well. Carth might be able to hold the shadows around them, but she could also hold them more effectively—and, more importantly, less noticeably—around only herself.

      “You’ll signal if you need help?”

      Carth nodded. “Have Boiyn keep attuned for my signal.”

      Jenna turned away, not even meeting Carth’s eyes. She would have to work on her when she returned. She didn’t need Jenna to think that she wasn’t valuable, especially as that wasn’t true. Jenna was incredibly valuable to Carth and to everything that she did. She simply feared Jenna getting too disenfranchised with the steps that Carth needed to take.

      She stood at the railing a moment and then jumped, muting herself with shadows as she plunged into the water once more.
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      Carth crawled onto the sandy shoreline, keeping shadows surrounding her. It was true that she was able to do so with greater subtlety than she could when traveling with others, though Jenna—and Alayna, especially—knew to remain close when she was using her shadow magic for concealment.

      Ahead of her, the lights of the village flickered softly. She counted a couple dozen buildings, nothing large enough to be an inn or a tavern. They were places she was drawn to, a familiarity from her time as a child, because many taverns were similar to each other, lending even more comfort.

      She scanned the coast, looking for evidence of any ships, but saw none. Whatever ship had attacked them was not here.

      Had she made a mistake?

      She didn’t think so, as this was the only settlement they had come across as they made their way up the river.

      Carth focused on her connection to the S’al that burned within her and reached out with it, sending it away from her in such a way that she could detect variations in temperature. It required strength and not the same subtlety as some of the other magic she had attempted. All she needed was to determine whether there were changes in the temperature.

      Everything had a particular reverberation upon this sense. The people she detected in the village had a certain warmth to them, as did the living things growing around her, and the water was another temperature, cooler than everything else. Using her connection in this way allowed her to detect it all.

      She sensed an inlet on the water that was narrow enough that she wondered whether she would even have seen it.

      She made her way toward the inlet. Trees grew thick along it and Carth was not surprised to find the ship hidden behind a bank of trees.

      They were here.

      Not only those from the first ship, but she detected the presence of another ship, too.

      She frowned. How many others would be here? How many others would she come across while tracking here?

      She made her way between the trees, pushing out with her connection to the S’al magic, but felt no warmth that would make her think there were others hiding here. She counted three larger ships and a few smaller vessels, all with sleek hulls designed for speed.

      Smugglers? The people she had fought hadn’t struck her as smugglers, but that was the only thing that came to mind when she saw ships like these.

      She moved away from the ships in the line of trees and headed toward the village. Night had grown thick around her and there was a thin sliver of moon that sent a silver shaft of moonlight across the ground. As she approached the village, she made her way more carefully, pressing herself against the stone so that shadows wouldn’t bulge strangely. The distant sound of water lapping against the shore was almost too soothing.

      The buildings were made of stacked stone, and they smelled of earth and smoke. She slipped from building to building, moving carefully as she headed deeper into the village, all the while pushing out with her connection to the S’al magic. Now that she was in the village, she had a different intent with her connection to the flame. She wanted to detect the presence of other people, but she also wanted to detect the presence of particular people.

      Could she find those who had attacked her on the ship? She wanted to find Kiara and the others if they were here.

      People were clustered in various buildings. There were no children, a strange realization. No one moved along the streets, nothing like what she would expect of a village. It was late, but it wasn’t so late that she should find the streets empty.

      Carth hesitated. Was this a village at all? Or was this some sort of smugglers’ hold, a place where they would hide after attacking—and stealing from—men like the Collector?

      As she made her way along the streets, she detected Kiara. There were three others with her, and one of them was familiar, a sense that she had noticed on board the ship.

      She would need to act quickly and move quietly. If she didn’t, because there were several dozen people in the village, and if all of them were smugglers, able to fight, it would be a battle she didn’t want to wage.

      As she grabbed the door handle of the building Kiara occupied, she thickened the shadows around her.

      She threw the door open and pressed shadows into the room, wondering briefly if the shadows would work the way she intended.

      Someone shouted, but the thickened shadows in the room muted the sound. Carth quickly closed the door behind her, trapping them inside. She pushed with the shadows now, forcing three others away from her, holding them against the wall so that they couldn’t fight her. She didn’t want to harm them, not without knowing what she faced.

      Carth peeled the shadows away from Kiara and stood before her.

      The other woman gasped. “You. How?”

      “What did you take from the Collector?”

      “You don’t understand. He was going to use it against us—”

      Carth took a step forward, shaking her head. She felt one of the others attempting to fight through the shadows. With her attention diverted slightly, it was possible that they might be able to escape the pressure she put on them, though doing so would be like fighting through sand.

      “What did you take?”

      Kiara looked around. Her eyes grew increasingly wide as she realized she could see nothing but shadows. “Please. Don’t hurt them.”

      “I’m not here for them. I’m here for you.”

      Kiara licked her lips and looked around the room again. “I don’t have it.”

      “Who does?”

      Kiara shook her head.

      Carth took another step forward. Now she was standing directly across from Kiara, and she could smell the woman’s fear. “Don’t think for a moment that I would hesitate to end you after what you have done.”

      It was a calculated statement, and not something that she normally would say, but it seemed fitting, a way to hopefully get Kiara to speak. Kiara had already shown that she was willing to give up whatever they had for someone else’s safety.

      Maybe that was the key. It wasn’t threatening Kiara; it was threatening whoever else she cared about. What did it matter that Kiara would never know that Carth wouldn’t act on such a threat?

      “They wanted to trade it. That’s it. Please. We never meant to keep it from him. A trade.”

      “Consider your life the trade.”

      Kiara trembled. Her brow furrowed as she seemed to consider. It surprised Carth that she would hesitate, especially when doing so could mean that she was harmed. Carth had already proven that she was strong enough to overpower them. What would make this woman hesitate?

      “I said I don’t have it.”

      “But you know who does.”

      Kiara nodded slowly. “Fine. I’ll take you to it.”

      “No, Kiara,” a muted voice said from within the shadows.

      “I think you’re better off ignoring them, especially if you want to make this trade.”

      “You would make it?”

      Carth did her best to flash the most intimidating expression she could. “I don’t think you have any choice but to think that I will.”

      Kiara licked her lips and mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”

      Carth allowed her to step past her, and they moved out into the night. She kept her shadows thickened, using them to wrap around both her and Kiara, while keeping them still pressed against the three others in the building. She was thankful she hadn’t brought Jenna and the others. If she had, she would have had to divert her attention in more ways than she comfortably could. Already she was feeling the strain of the effort. She could create a fog over the entire village, but that would be even more difficult.

      Kiara looked around her, her eyes growing even wider. “How are you doing this?”

      “What makes you think that I’m doing this?”

      Kiara shook her head. “None of this is natural. You shouldn’t be able to do this. This isn’t the kind of power the Collector has.”

      “It’s the kind of power I have, and I’m the one who’s here with you now. I’m the one you have to worry about now. If you want to make this trade, you will do as you agreed.”

      They reached a building near the center of the village. Carth added a hint of flame, surging through it, and detected five people within.

      She grabbed Kiara’s arm. “Do you think I wouldn’t know if you’re leading me into a trap?”

      Kiara shook her head, her eyes widened in a panic. “It’s not a trap. Please. This was where you wanted me to take you.”

      Carth took a deep breath, continuing to focus on the shadows. For this to work, she would need to split her attention in more ways than she had before, especially as she didn’t want to release the others back in the building. If she relaxed even a little, it was possible they could call out and draw attention to the fact that she was here.

      Carth nodded to Kiara.

      The other woman pushed the door open.

      Carth shoved her forward, sending shadows streaking away, wrapping them around each of the people in the room. She felt the shadows begin to retreat, more from fatigue rather than because her connection to them failed.

      As she stood there, she realized something felt strange. She relaxed her connection to the shadows just enough for her to see through them.

      Two of the people she had detected didn’t move.

      Not only that, but their throats were slit. Blood pooled around them, soaking into the ground. Carth leaned down and touched the blood, finding it still wet and sticky. It was a recent attack.

      The other three were bound and gagged and looked at her with wide eyes. All were women.

      “What is this?” Carth snapped at Kiara.

      Kiara licked her lips. “We… we needed to find out where to go. These are—”

      Carth didn’t need her to finish. These were some of the Collector’s people. The smugglers—or whatever they were—had captured some of the Collector’s people and had killed two of them. Carth examined the two fallen, finding that they were also women.

      Had she been wrong about things? The Collector had to have been the ship that had attacked her, using his resistance to her magic, but she had thought that ship had been in the wrong. Maybe that wasn’t the case at all. Maybe it was these smugglers and their willingness to harm the Collector’s people.

      Anger surged through her. She had been willing to give Kiara the benefit of the doubt, thinking that the young-appearing woman had been partially innocent, but what if that weren’t the case at all?

      “Where is it?” Carth snapped.

      She stormed through the room and sliced through the bands holding the three remaining living people. They scrambled away from her, their eyes wide in terror. Carth understood how they felt. She would have felt the same.

      “It’s back here,” Kiara said. She guided Carth past the three and stopped near a narrow door. Carth pushed out with the flame but detected no one behind it.

      She shoved the door open, anger giving her more strength than she intended.

      On the other side of the door was a storeroom, lined with rows of shelves. Several jars much like the one she had seen Kiara clutching when they’d first met were on one of the shelves. Other objects looked to be things like sculptures or other decorative items. Some were more traditional items of trade, bags of grain and rolls of fabric. Nothing that would have that much value.

      This couldn’t be what they’d intended to hide from her, could it? What would this be that they would care so much about?

      She turned back to Kiara just as the other woman slammed the door shut on her.

      When she was sealed inside, she felt her connection to the shadows weaken.

      Carth suppressed a frustrated sigh. She knew better than to risk herself like this. She had let her irritation—or anger—send her blindly into a room without determining whether it was safe.

      It wasn’t that she’d lost her connection to the shadows, but the men she had contained were now freed. An alarm would be raised. And she was no closer to understanding what was taking place here. The only thing she had learned was that this had to be connected to her missing ships and the decrease in trade that had taken place in the north.

      Carth added the power of her S’al magic to the shadows and exploded the nearest wall. Night streamed in and her connection to the shadows returned. She coalesced them around her, creating a fog in the village. If nothing else, it would conceal her passing and allow her to get free.

      First, she needed to know what was in this room.

      Maybe there was nothing. She had detected several people in the ship’s hold. Could that have been what this was all about? Had she somehow gotten in the middle of a battle between these people and the Collector?

      As she surveyed it, she grabbed one of the jars and a few of the sculptures, stuffing them into her pockets. At least she would make it out of here with something.

      A part of her wanted to help the three who had been captured, but what was the point? Their battle with this village was not her problem. As terrible as that was for her to think, it was the truth.

      But could she leave others behind if they were injured? Could she leave them to be slaughtered? What would have happened had she left Alayna where she had found her, captured on the way to slavery—and prostitution? And Jenna? She was angry enough now, but she had a chance for redemption, though it would take time and effort. Linsay might not have suffered as much as the others—she had studied in Obal at the university when Carth had first met her—but she made it clear that she would have suffered had Carth not offered her a place.

      Carth couldn’t. That wasn’t in her to do that.

      She darted out of the opening in the wall and into the fog of darkness. She held it around herself, maintaining the connection to the shadows, and hurried back toward the entrance to the room.

      When she relaxed her connection, she didn’t see anyone inside. The room was empty. Even the bodies were missing.

      Carth pushed out with her shadows, searching for the people who had been trapped in the room. She found them near the edge of the village—but there were several others approaching.

      She darted forward, swords unsheathed, and struck those who were coming after them in the back of the head, knocking them out.

      When she reached the three captives, she saw them carrying the two bodies. They struggled to do so.

      “You’ll have to leave them,” Carth said.

      The nearest captive, a woman near Carth’s age with jet-black hair and pale skin, shook her head. “We can’t leave them here.”

      “If you try to escape with them, they will catch you. The only way you will move fast enough is if you leave them.”

      The woman glanced at the other two with her. One was an older woman with silver in her hair and wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She was stout and held one of the dead by herself. The strain of it was getting to her, and Carth could see the tension in her eyes growing deeper.

      “She’s right. The Dark Night knows that she’s right.”

      She set the body of the dead down, and Carth realized that it was a woman with flowing brown hair. She brushed the hair back from the side of dead woman’s head, and a tear dripped from her eyes.

      Carth swallowed. “Let me take them to the edge of the trees. I can hide them there and you can come back for them when it’s safe to do so.”

      “It won’t be safe to come back here,” the woman said. “They think we’re with the Collector, but we were only trying to sail to safety!”

      Carth frowned. What was happening here?

      At least she’d saved these women. She didn’t know what else was taking place, but she had done something right in helping them.

      “I think that once this night is over, they’re going to avoid this village.” Carth couldn’t imagine the smugglers—or whatever they were—using the village for safety after she escaped with three of their prisoners. If it were her, she would abandon it unless she had enough fortifications—and sufficient magic—to ensure that those within the village were safe.

      The woman nodded and Carth grabbed the other body from the two remaining women. They hurried to the edge of the trees, where she propped branches around the bodies, concealing them. They would decay, but if the people here wanted to collect the bones of their dead and bury them, or whatever their people demanded of the dead, Carth wasn’t about to be the reason that they couldn’t.

      The two women started off, but the first paused, looking back at her. “Thank you.”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know what any of this is about, but don’t remain caught up in some battle.”

      “We don’t have much of a choice.”

      “That’s never true.”

      The woman glanced down at the fallen. Was it someone she cared about? She was too old to be her daughter, but could it be a sister? The affection she had for her shone within her eyes and the wetness she saw within them. “That’s always true,” she said.

      She nodded and darted off into the darkness after the other two.

      Carth pulled the shadows around her and raced back toward the shore.

      Muted shouts attempted to split the shadows, and she knew it was time for her to depart. She raced toward the shore, searched for what she detected of her friends out in the river, and pushed off with the shadows.
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      Carth stood on the deck of the Goth Spald and stared out at the darkness. She felt unsettled. The air had a coolness to it, a crisp bite that felt out of character for this part of the world, but it seemed to fit her mood. What had she just witnessed?

      Alayna leaned over the railing next to her. Faint moonlight reflected off her green eyes and she smelled of a floral scent, likely from one of the elixirs that Boiyn concocted. Many of them had a floral base, and it was that which gave the elixirs a certain strength. Many of them reminded Carth of the healing medicines her mother used to mix.

      “You seem troubled,” Alayna said.

      “I’m not sure what we’re facing,” Carth said.

      “Well, we always seem to be facing something, so maybe that shouldn’t be surprising. It wouldn’t be the first time you were uncertain and we still rushed in.”

      Carth smiled at Alayna. “Are you accusing me of rushing in this time?”

      “It’s not an accusation, it’s an observation. I’m not saying that you did anything wrong, only that this isn’t the first time that we’ve gone through this scenario and had to try to figure out what to do next. Think of what we faced in Tardith.”

      Carth smiled. The battle in Tardith had been a difficult thing for both of them, but perhaps more so for Alayna. It had been the first time that she had really understood the extent of what Carth did. Seeing the way that Carth had risked herself for the others had bonded them, bringing them together in a way that they hadn’t been before. Alayna had been reserved prior to that, and ever since that time—ever since she had truly begun to use her ability to See—she had been ready to do whatever it took for them to succeed.

      “Are you saying that this time, we might be able to draw Linsay out?”

      Alayna glanced over at Linsay, who stood staring out into the darkness. She wore a forlorn expression and, as usual, Carth had a difficult time reading her.

      “Maybe not quite in the same way. I get the sense from her that she has no interest in fighting.”

      “Perhaps not, but that doesn’t mean she can’t.” Carth had made certain that Linsay had some skill with fighting. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been much use if they got into trouble.

      “I thought you were opposed to enhancements,” Alayna said.

      “I recognize their value, and there are times when they are necessary. That doesn’t mean I have to love that we put our people in danger, taking things like that. I’ve seen what happens when the enhancements fail.”

      “Yet, you know Boiyn will continue to study so that everything is done as safely as possible,” Alayna said.

      “Just because we can do a thing doesn’t mean that we should,” Carth said.

      “Says the woman who has all the power that she wants.”

      “Not all the power. And it’s not as if I asked for the power that I have.” She leaned over the railing, staring out into the darkness. “If I had my choice, I never would have lived this life. I would much rather have a simpler life, one where I could have known my parents as I grew up. Maybe married. Maybe…”

      Carth shook her head. Those had been her dreams once, and not so long ago. When she had been with the A’ras, training with swordsmen who controlled magic of the flame, she had thought that even then, she would be able to find some normalcy. There had been a young man there who had drawn her eye, and there had been a connection between them, however briefly. Now, Carth doubted she would ever have that settled feeling. And dreams of a life with a husband had changed—even her tastes had evolved—though her dreams of a life with anyone she cared about had ended. She had lost too many to allow herself to get that close again.

      “We all faced loss. That’s what brings us together, Carth,” Alayna said, facing Carth and reaching for her hands. The gesture forced Carth to turn toward Alayna. “You’ve shown us that we can move beyond loss, and that we can come out of it stronger. Most of us are thankful for that experience. We know that from darkness, there is light.”

      “It’s an interesting choice of words,” Carth said.

      “Interesting, but no less true. I’m not talking about your connection to the shadows, or your connection to your flame magic. What I’m talking about is something different, something that fills each of us. Some more than others.” She turned and looked at Jenna, who stood at the ship’s wheel. They had spent considerable time working with Jenna, trying to get her ready to sail, but it simply wasn’t her skill. Jenna had many gifts, and fighting was chief among them, but Carth was only comfortable with herself and now Alayna sailing.

      “What happened to her is more than just darkness,” Carth said, keeping her voice low. She didn’t want Jenna to know that they were talking about her. Despite that, Jenna glanced over, almost as if she knew that they were. She was a bit of a mystery, the time spent sailing together still not having given them that great of an understanding about what made Jenna’s mind work. “You know what she’s been through.”

      “It’s not any different than what the rest of us have been through,” Alayna said.

      “Yet you don’t carry the same anger within you. You don’t try to destroy quite the same way that she does. If she had her choice, she would kill everyone that she faced. Somehow, we have to find a way to help her learn restraint.”

      “And I have faith that you will,” Alayna said, smiling at Carth. “Still, she’s come far from where she was. Think about what she’s been through.”

      “Every day I do.” Jenna was one of the most scarred women that Carth had ever attempted to help. She had been abused from a very young age, and with her natural gifts, she had been shown nothing but violence. It made her a skilled fighter and made her deadly, but there was an emptiness within her that Carth had sensed she wanted filled. She wasn’t able to know what it would take to fill it, though she was more than happy to do whatever she could to help.

      “What next?” Alayna asked.

      “Well, we came here looking to see what was happening to our ships in this part of the world, and it seems as if there is something taking place. I don’t know whether to worry about this Collector or the smugglers who oppose him.”

      “There’s always something taking place, Carth. There’s always someone with power who is attempting to oppress those without it. And there’s always pain inflicted upon those who deserve better.”

      “Which is why we do what we do,” Carth said. “And it’s why we continue to grow stronger while others do nothing more than squabble amongst themselves.”

      “How much longer do you think we’ll be allowed to do that?” Alayna asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, how much longer do you think you will be allowed to grow stronger? Your network is gaining attention. There’s going to come a point where someone is going to attempt to weaken it. Maybe this attack is meant to do just that. We came here for information about the Binders ships, and we’ve found that there is something.”

      Carth sighed. There was something, and she didn’t care for the fact that what they had found made it seem like her ships had been attacked. Would she find her people in a village like she’d just gone through? Would that be the secret to what had happened with them?

      They had been careful… or so she had thought. Maybe they hadn’t been nearly as cautious as she had intended.

      “They can only attempt to weaken my network if they know about it. Why do you think that we keep everything secretive? If we didn’t, if we allowed ourselves to grow with any real strength, we would draw attention, and those of us without any power would be in danger.” It was that kind of danger that Carth hoped to avoid. She had spent considerable time and effort—and resources—in ensuring that she was not perceived as a threat. She didn’t need others with real power to view her people as something to fear.

      “You might want to keep it secret, but there comes a point where it’s not possible. There comes a point where what once had been secretive becomes too large to control.”

      “Do you think we’re there now?”

      “Maybe not yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there comes a point where someone comes at us simply because of who we are.”

      She hoped it wouldn’t come to that even as she saw the wisdom in Alayna’s words. There might come a time when they were attacked, and she could see how that would happen, someone wanting to focus on coming after them, attempting to defeat them so that they could take over her network.

      The nature of her network made it so that no one could easily replace her. It wasn’t something that Carth had done intentionally; it was more that she’d forged the connection between her people, the Binders, by bringing together those with similar experiences.

      Maybe those experiences would prevent them from succumbing to someone else’s attempt to destroy them all.

      “What do you want us to do?” Carth asked.

      “Are you asking me with sincerity, or are you asking because you think you need to?”

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      “I know that you would like to figure out what happened to those people.” When Carth started to object, Alayna shook her head. “I can see it in your eyes. There is something there that burns within you whenever someone suffers. I don’t know exactly what you saw in the village, but it must’ve been enough to trouble you, and if it troubled you that much, then we need to act on it. We’re with you, Carth. Whatever else happens, we trust that you will lead us where we should go.”

      Carth couldn’t shake the image of what she’d seen in the village. The three people killed, and how they had been so casually—and brutally—slaughtered. It wasn’t what she had expected to find here, though she hadn’t expected to find a ship nearly able to take hers down, and yet she had.

      “What I’d like to do is figure out where that ship came from,” Carth said. “I haven’t seen anything like it and they were well armed, almost as if they were ready for us.”

      “Not us. They were ready for something.”

      Carth thought about how they had resisted her connection to the magic and the way that they had so easily slowed her. It was a situation that she was not accustomed to. She had escaped, but doing so had been more difficult than it should have been.

      “What you think they were ready for?”

      “I don’t know,” Carth said. “And I don’t really know if any of this has anything to do with the ships we lost.”

      “Maybe that’s what we should determine.”

      “If you keep making sense like that, you’ll be leading us before too long.”

      “None of us want me to lead,” Alayna said.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I’m getting more skilled with fighting, but I’m not you.”

      “No one would ask you to be me.”

      “The Binders follow Carthenne Rel. They wouldn’t follow me. Even the others on this ship wouldn’t follow me without you here.”

      Carth stared at Alayna. Whereas Jenna struggled with her impulsivity and the ongoing burden of her anger, Alayna struggled with her confidence. Eventually, Carth would have to find out what had happened to Alayna that had made it so difficult for her to believe that she mattered. That her opinions mattered. Alayna was competent. More than that, she was gifted in ways that Carth was not. It was that skill that Carth took advantage of, thankful that she had a fighter of Alayna as capability.

      “As I’ve told each of you, there may come a time when I am not with you, and you will be asked to take on greater responsibility. I know that each of you is much more capable than you let on, and each of you has your own skills.” Some of those with her on the Goth Spald needed a little more help than others, but that didn’t mean that Carth couldn’t bring them along. She thought that she could help them.

      “Even Boiyn?”

      “Boiyn has his own unique talents,” Carth said. “He lives for peace, wanting only to find a way to avoid fighting, yet he has brought himself here, risking whatever dangers he might find sailing with us so that he can better understand how he can find that peace that he seeks.”

      “I think Boiyn enjoys the possibilities that you give him. I think he likes the fact that staying with you grants him the opportunity to continue to work on his enhancements and gives him access to places that he wouldn’t otherwise have access to,” Alayna said.

      It was possible that was the reason that Boiyn had come with them, but it was possible there was another explanation. Carth offered Boiyn a certain level of protection that he had never had before. There were rumors of power attributed to albinos, rumors which brought particular attention, and Boiyn was one who did not care for that kind of attention.

      “What would you have us do?” Alayna asked.

      “Nothing different than what we have always done,” Carth said. “We’ll search for information. We’ll help those who need it. And somehow, we will add to our network.”

      “Somehow? I think we know the how. It’s the who that we don’t quite know.”

      There was that. There were two sides that she had found so far. And of what she had discovered, there were no answers as to which side she needed to help.
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      Wind whipped around them, gusting through the sails until they fluttered. It was a comfortable wind, no longer as cold as it had been, and heated by the bright sun overhead. As Carth stood at the helm of the ship, steering away from shore, she scanned the distant horizon, searching for signs of disturbance.

      She saw nothing, but didn’t expect that she would. She pulsed out, sending waves of her connection to the flame and to the shadow across the sea, probing for signs of the attackers’ ship. If she could learn anything of it, then she might be able to figure out what her next move would be.

      Jenna worked with Linsay, taking her through a series of movements, showing her how to hold, and then conceal, her knives. Every move that Jenna made was incredibly fluid, and she flowed from sheathing to unsheathing her knives, the blades deadly in her hands. She was a natural fighter. It was that skill Carth wanted her to keep, but to tone down and lose some of the aggression.

      Linsay was not nearly as skilled. It wasn’t that she couldn’t fight—far from it—but other than Boiyn, who would never fight, Linsay was the worst fighter on their ship.

      Alayna lounged near the rear of the ship, occasionally glancing behind it as if studying the rudder, and then flicking her gaze up to the mast and then beyond. What did she See? Was there anything she would pick up on as she studied the path they traveled? Maybe her ability didn’t provide that kind of information. Alayna rarely spoke of it, not able to explain her ability.

      She had considered taking them farther south. There was a trading center nearby, the city of Keyall, but it was one of the most distant points along the continent and Carth wasn’t sure how valuable it would be to head there until she understood what was taking place here.

      Eventually, she figured they would have to make their way to Keyall to truly understand what had happened with the attack. It was possible that Keyall received information and supplies out of the far west, a place that her maps did not extend, only alluding to a people who lived beyond the map’s border. With as much as she had sailed, there had only been rumors of them, nothing more.

      Could they be responsible for what had happened to her ships? Or was it only the Collector?

      There were times when Carth wished that she still had the guidance of the man who had taught her to sail, wishing that he could inform her of what secrets there might be beyond the edges of her map. What peoples lived there? Could there be allies as she struggled to face the Hjan?

      She continued to send pulses of power radiating away from the ship, and with each one, she felt as if she could determine nothing. Other than their ship, there was nothing for leagues.

      Sailing brought a certain bit of peace to her. She enjoyed the quiet and the sense of solitude that she had while out on the water. She enjoyed the rocking, the steady waves that slapped against the sides of the ship, and even enjoyed the creaking of the ship, a sound that had become familiar to her. Everything about this ship was home. It was so strange that a ship would be what was home, but it was, more than anything else that she had.

      “Why don’t you work with her?” Jenna said, tucking her knives back into her pouch.

      Carth glanced over and noticed that Jenna had become frustrated. Was working with Linsay too much? Normally it was Alayna who trained with Linsay, but as part of the work that Carth had been doing to help draw Jenna out from the darkness that still filled her, she had asked her to play the role of instructor.

      Carth glanced at Alayna and the slender woman hurried forward and took the wheel from Carth.

      “What were you struggling with?” she asked Linsay.

      “This time or in general?” Linsay asked.

      Carth smiled. “Maybe we start with this time.”

      “Good. If you wanted to talk about what I struggled with in general, it would be a lengthy list. Since joining you, all I’ve managed to do is get in the way.”

      “You haven’t gotten in the way at all. You’ve been helpful. We’ve used your expertise—”

      Linsay laughed and silenced Carth. “My expertise? I’ve had some time spent studying, but Boiyn is more of the expert at things than I ever will be.”

      “We all can’t be Boiyn,” Carth said. Yet Linsay spoke the truth. Boiyn had such an impressive mind that he was a wealth of information. Maybe he could help Carth understand what might be beyond the boundaries of her map. She hadn’t taken time to ask, but maybe now was the time to do so. “What was it this time?” Carth asked.

      “She was trying to teach me how to handle the knives better. There is only so much I can do with them. I don’t have the same dexterity she does. Not without Boiyn’s enhancements.”

      “You need to practice without the enhancements so that you know how much they make a difference when you have them,” Carth said.

      “I understand that, but when I practice without them, I feel as if I am always thinking too slowly. I’m always behind Jenna, particularly.”

      Carth glanced over at Jenna. She had taken Alayna’s place in the rear of the ship and stared out at the water. It seemed as if shadows splayed across her face, that somehow she summoned darkness, cloaking herself in it. That had to be Carth’s imagination, or maybe it was nothing more than the deep glower that she wore.

      “Most of us would be a step behind Jenna,” Carth said.

      “Not you.”

      Carth shrugged. “Perhaps not me, but I don’t ever put myself against Jenna.”

      “Why not? Don’t you want to test yourself?”

      It wasn’t so much that Carth didn’t want to test herself, it was that she feared how Jenna might react if she were tested. Would Jenna grow angry, or would she tolerate losing to Carth? Carth wanted to maintain the connection that she had with Jenna and didn’t want it to end up soured simply because they’d sparred.

      “There are other ways that I test myself,” Carth said.

      “Such as?”

      “Such as playing Tsatsun.” She smiled at Linsay. That was the one thing that Carth shared with Linsay. They had played a few games of Tsatsun, and though Linsay had never demonstrated much skill at it, she had enough that the games were interesting. Playing against someone—even someone without much skill—was sometimes preferable to playing by herself, though Carth did that often enough. If she could ever convince Boiyn to play…

      “I’m pretty sure that you don’t want to play Tsatsun with me,” Linsay said.

      “I’m always willing to play Tsatsun.”

      “Everything is a game to Carth,” Alayna said, shouting from her station at the wheel. “Even times when others of us aren’t convinced, Carth still sees everything as a game.”

      “Not a game,” Carth corrected. “It’s strategy. The game helps you understand strategy.”

      “And when was the last time you lost?” Alayna asked with a smile.

      “It has been a while,” Carth said. Her mentor, a Tsatsun master by the name of Ras, had taught her to play by forcing her to understand different mindsets so that she could understand every move in the game. That had been incredibly valuable, as it had helped her understand her enemies, allowing her to think as they might. It was because of Tsatsun that she had forged the accords, a peace treaty among powerful people, so that they didn’t use magic to destroy each other.

      “What happens if you find someone who does defeat you?” Linsay asked.

      “Then I start a new game,” Carth said. “One loss allows us to learn, and there are lessons to such things. We get stronger, don’t we?” she said, looking over at Alayna.

      Alayna chuckled, shaking her head. “Stop using my words against me,” she said.

      “I will when they stop making such sense.”

      “Would you like to play?” Linsay asked, studying Carth with a hint of a smile on her face.

      Carth appreciated that about Linsay. She was persistent, even if it meant her failure. She continued to push herself, as if she were willing to get better. There weren’t that many people who were willing to do so.

      “You don’t want to work with your knives?” Carth asked.

      Linsay shrugged. “I might never be skilled enough to do anything with the knives, but I am hopeful that I can learn strategy like you, Carth. If I can, maybe I won’t need to fight.”

      “Even when you learn strategy, there are still times when you are forced to fight,” Carth said. She hated that it was true, but too often, strategy led to fighting, and often it was fighting that established peace.

      They made their way below deck and Carth guided Linsay to her cabin and inside. A wave struck the ship, sending them listing to the side, and Linsay stumbled. Carth kept her balance, rolling with the wave.

      “Maybe someday I’ll even have the same balance as you,” Linsay said.

      “It’s just knowing that you have to roll with what happens. If you fight it, you end up falling.”

      “Sometimes if you roll with it, you might end up falling anyway.”

      Carth laughed. “I’ve fallen. All of us who have sailed long enough will eventually stumble.”

      They took a seat on either side of the Tsatsun board, and Carth quickly arranged her pieces. She placed the Stone—the key to ending the game—last.

      “How many ways can the board be set?” Linsay asked.

      “Only one way. Once the game starts, it can be played in countless different patterns, but only once it starts.”

      “Have you ever considered changing it?”

      “You mean, changing the rules?” Carth asked.

      Linsay nodded.

      Carth stared at the board. There was something relaxing about Tsatsun, and she found it calming even looking at the board. After a night like she’d had before, she thought that she needed to study the board, to see if there was anything that might help her know what she should do next. And maybe there wasn’t. Maybe what she needed was to continue sailing onward, to make her way toward Keyall, or even possibly to risk sailing farther, to head beyond the borders of her map and see what existed in the far west.

      “The moment you place the pieces in a different way is the moment you’re playing a different game,” Carth said.

      “Wouldn’t that be interesting?” Linsay asked. She smiled and then shrugged. “Or maybe it’s only interesting because I don’t understand the game that well.”

      “Master this first and then you can see that there are countless variations, an intricacy to gameplay that no other game I’ve ever found can replicate.”

      Linsay made her move, knowing that Carth expected her to take the first move. She always allowed her opponent to move first, wanting to get a sense of how they would navigate the board before she took a turn. It was this way that helped her gain better insight into their strategy.

      Carth countered, sliding the Watcher across the board, positioning it in a place that would create a barrier. How would Linsay react? Would she recognize that Carth’s piece would not pose a threat, and certainly not from the position she had it in? Or would she think that she needed to claim it? Too many who played Tsatsun who hadn’t much experience with it would think that they needed to clear out their opponent’s pieces, destroying them in the process, so that they could win. Winning required them to claim the Stone, moving into a position on their opponent’s side of the board, but you could do that even without claiming all of your opponent’s pieces.

      As Carth feared, Linsay went after the Watcher piece. As she pulled it off the board, she smiled to herself.

      Carth moved again, taking one of her Raiders forward. This was a piece that had little value other than to surround other pieces, to restrict their movement on the board. When Linsay moved, she ignored the Raider, and Carth was thankful for that. Had she had attacked it, Carth would have known the game was over within three moves. She hoped that Linsay would be a better player than that by now.

      “You’re not playing me very aggressively,” Linsay said.

      “How do you know?” Carth asked.

      “The pieces that you’re moving.”

      Carth smiled. “It’s good that you can see that.”

      “Was that your intention? Did you want me to see that you aren’t playing me aggressively?”

      Carth stared at the board, and her mind quickly worked through the various combination of moves, knowing as she did how Linsay might react based on her relative inexperience and the few moves she had already made. Linsay wouldn’t win.

      It wasn’t that she couldn’t win. From her position on the board now, if she made a few strategic moves, she could win, but it would take planning that Linsay didn’t have. It would take patience that Linsay didn’t have.

      “My intention is to help teach you.”

      “Do you teach me by letting me win?” Linsay made a move, sliding her Fox across the board.

      It was an interesting technique, and one that Carth actually hadn’t expected. It was one of the moves that Carth had considered she might make, but then had discarded, thinking that Linsay might not be able to plan that far in advance. The Fox might be an effective piece, but only three moves from now.

      “Who said I was letting you win?” Carth asked.

      “You aren’t?”

      Carth moved another piece forward and positioned it close to the Stone. From this position, she could begin moving the Stone across the board and didn’t even have to worry about capturing too many more of Linsay’s pieces. From where Linsay was arranged, it would take considerable effort for her to capture Carth’s piece. The Stone itself would prevent her from moving too close to her.

      Linsay reacted and maneuvered a piece forward, reacting with less hesitation than she had the last time they had played.

      “Good,” Carth said. “You’re beginning to play to strategy.”

      “I don’t know that I’m going to be able to take your Thorn.”

      She stared at the piece near the Stone. There were probably a dozen different moves that Carth could see making that would remove her Thorn from the game board, but any one of them would require sacrificing a few of the other pieces, and novice players were rarely willing to make such a sacrifice. Linsay had some talent, but she was still a novice at Tsatsun.

      “Probably not,” Carth said with a smile.

      “You don’t have to taunt me with it,” she said.

      “Not trying to taunt you. I’m trying to teach you,” Carth said, making another move, this one designed to remove Linsay’s ability to use her Cavalry.

      This time, Linsay did panic, and she shifted a piece forward that would abandon her position and removed any chance that she might eliminate Carth’s ability to push with her Thorn.

      With that move, the game was effectively won, though Linsay didn’t yet know it. It would take five moves, maybe seven at most, and Carth would have the Stone on the other side of the board, with Linsay unable to do anything other than continue to chase, not able to remove Carth’s pieces.

      Carth shifted a piece. “Better, but you still have some work to do. What you need to do is begin to think through every possible move, and then think of the counters to that move, and then think of your counter to that counter. Keep extending that planning, and you’ll have a better chance at victory.”

      “Is that how you play?” Linsay asked. “I thought you memorized a series of movements.”

      “There are certain movements that you can memorize that would give you a chance at success, but what happens if someone makes a careless move that you weren’t expecting? A memorized series of movements wouldn’t allow you to react. Being prepared, planning for all the possibilities, is the only way to make sure that you’re ready to take advantage of a mistake your opponent might make.”

      Linsay stared at the board and her brow furrowed. It seemed as if she attempted to figure out where she had gone wrong and she brought her hand over the board, tapping out different positions, replaying the moves that Carth had made.

      “You had me beat two moves ago,” Linsay said.

      “Five, but the fact that you can see that gives me hope,” Carth said. “Learn from this game. Do what I do and continue to play as yourself.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t play as yourself. I thought you said you played as other people that you knew.”

      Carth smiled. “Fine, play as me. When you can play as me, then you’ll know the key to beating me.”

      “And what is that key?” Linsay asked.

      Carth laughed. “Look for my weakness.”

      “Do you have a weakness?”

      “Everyone has a weakness, it’s just a matter of figuring out what it is.”

      “Do you know what your weakness is?”

      Carth shook her head. “If I knew my weakness, I would plan for it and do what I could to turn it into a strength.” Carth stood and patted Linsay on the shoulder. “Stay here and play, practice. Get yourself better.”

      When she left Linsay, she was staring at the board, and Carth wondered if Linsay might have a chance to someday pose a challenge to her, but she doubted it. If so, she should have shown some potential before now. Maybe Carth would never find another person who would be able to challenge her unless she ventured back to Ras, and she still didn’t know whether he had allowed her to win the last game they had played or not. If he had, what would the reason have been? What lesson was there in letting someone win?
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      Sleep had claimed her by the time she heard shouts above. Carth awoke, struggling to shake the sleep as her heart fluttered in nervous anticipation, the same way that it did each time she was faced with the possibility of an attack. She lunged from the bed, throwing on a cloak and grabbing her sword as she raced topside.

      “What is it?” she asked of Alayna.

      Alayna stood at the helm, staring into the darkness.

      “Nothing more than three ships heading our way.”

      Carth stared into the distance, using her connection to the shadows to part them, separating them enough so that she could stare through them. There were three ships, and they were moving toward them, with enough speed and focus that Carth suspected that they were aware of their presence.

      “When did you first notice them?”

      “A while ago,” Alayna said. “I didn’t want to alert you unless it was clear that they were coming toward us.”

      “They haven’t changed direction?”

      “No. They’ve been focused on us, heading in this direction without veering off.”

      Carth looked out at the ships again and could see that they were gradually closing the distance. She could gauge the time before they reached them and had a sense that within an hour, maybe more, but certainly before morning, the ships would get to them.

      “Do you want to fight?” Alayna asked. She glanced up at the masthead, where Jenna would be keeping watch.

      Carth sighed. “Not without knowing what we’re dealing with,” she said.

      “And once you do, what happens then? Do we want to risk confrontation? Three ships would be more difficult than just a single one to manage. Even with your abilities, I worry that we won’t be able to navigate quickly enough.”

      “I can manage with three ships,” Carth said.

      “And what if they’re equipped with others like the last one we faced? What happens if your magic doesn’t work on them?”

      Carth didn’t like the idea of running. But she wondered what choice they had. They needed to ensure that they reached safety, and she couldn’t do that by putting them into harm’s way.

      They kept ahead of the three ships for a while, keeping a reasonable distance. They were massive ships—merchant ships. It had been a while since she’d seen any merchant ships, and Carth was surprised to find them now. Why here?

      Could they have come for Keyall?

      The city was far enough away from anything else to make it interesting for merchants. Not only would they likely be able to sell their products for a significant markup, but she suspected that Keyall would have unique items that weren’t found anywhere else. Maybe they would have items from beyond the stretches of her maps. They were places that Carth longed to see.

      “Are you sure this is… wise?” Alayna asked.

      “Following these ships? They’re nothing but merchants,” Carth said. “And we can manage when it comes to merchants.”

      “What if they’re something more than only merchants? What if we’re attacked again?”

      She glanced over at Alayna. It was surprising to see her seemingly concerned. Alayna was typically fearless and, given everything that she had experienced in her life, it would not be surprising for her to be more concerned more often.

      “Something about the attack unsettled you.”

      “It’s not that it unsettled me so much as it made me realize how tenuous all of this is,” she said.

      “Which is why we need to find out more,” Carth said. “If it’s tenuous for us, imagine what it’s like for others who don’t have nearly the same capabilities.”

      Alayna sighed. “It’s just that…” She shook her head.

      “Carth?”

      She looked over at Jenna, who stood along the railing. She pointed into the distance and Carth followed the direction of her gesture. In the distance, she caught sight of the ships, now turned away and heading northward. Another ship followed, moving swiftly—far too swiftly for Carth’s liking.

      “We can’t reach them,” Alayna said.

      “We can try,” Carth said.

      She nodded to the wheel and Alayna took it. Carth took a position near the rear of the boat and started pushing on the shadows, surging them around her. She wasn’t sure that what she could do would even make a difference. Could they move swiftly enough to catch up to the other ship?

      The shadows wrapped around her and she drew them, calling to them. The shadows answered her call and Carth sent them swirling behind her, pushing the ship forward. She solidified them, making them something real.

      The ship slid through the water. They chased the other three—and the one that pursued those.

      “We’re not going to catch it.”

      Carth looked over at Jenna. She looked out at the water, an eagerness to her expression. As was typical for Jenna, she longed for a fight. Carth would protect her from that—protect her from herself—but more often than not, it seemed as if she failed. Jenna wanted a fight, and as likely as not, she would find one. There were enough fools in the world who would agree to fight, regardless of what Jenna might be able to do to them.

      Carth sighed and released her connection to the shadows.

      “Should we turn around?” Alayna asked.

      Carth stared into the distance. The ships began to grow smaller, farther and farther away, but she couldn’t shake the sense that she needed to follow.

      “Not yet,” she said.

      They sailed on, and day turned to dusk before they eventually came upon the three ships.

      Or what was left of the three ships. All were burning. Nothing remained but husks.

      “What happened here?” Jenna asked in a whisper.

      Carth pushed out with her connection to magic, reaching through the S’al as well as the shadows, but she came up with no answer. Whatever had happened was not connected to her magic—at least not connected to her magic in any way that she could detect.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Could this be why we haven’t had much trade in the north?” Alayna asked. She leaned over the railing and stared out over the sea, her deep green eyes flashing. Whether she Saw anything or not, she kept to herself.

      “I don’t know, but it’s time for us to head to Keyall and see if we can’t find answers.”

      Carth sighed, fearing that they had gotten caught up in something much greater than she had ever intended. Did this have to do with the Collector? Could this have to do with the smugglers?

      Either way, she knew she couldn’t leave before she had answers. It just wasn’t in her.
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      The port of Keyall was massive, set into a rocky cliffside leading up to a city high above. There were several levels to the slope, each one leading higher and higher until the rest of the city sprawled on the flat cliff. Vines draped over moss-covered rock, giving the cliff much more color than it should have.

      Carth surveyed the port, taking in the line of ships that were arrayed around her. Most were merchant ships, with massive hulls designed to transport cargo, and most of those had decorative markings on their sails. Some had impressive figureheads leaning over the bow. Carth didn’t recognize any of the ships, which surprised her. She had sailed often enough that she thought she should recognize some, but those she saw pulled into the port were unfamiliar.

      “What happens if you find the Collector?” Alayna asked. She joined Carth at the railing, watching Linsay and Jenna tie up the ship. As was usual, Boiyn remained below deck, working and keeping himself protected from the bright sun. It was much warmer here than it was in some of the northern climates, which meant that Boiyn needed to be even more careful than he usually was.

      “I need to find this Collector. If nothing else, at least to understand what this battle is all about.”

      Boiyn had discovered little about the sealant that had allowed the rope to avoid the power of her flames, but he didn’t know what it consisted of, only that it was soluble and could be diluted with enough water—such as when she’d jumped into the ocean to escape. It would have been a prize to the smugglers if they had intended to steal it from the other ship, but Carth wasn’t convinced that was what had taken place.

      None of the other items she had brought to the ship had been useful. They were decorative and might fetch some money were she to trade them, but there wasn’t anything obviously useful about them, certainly nothing that would explain why they had been kept in the storeroom.

      “The city makes me nervous,” Alayna said.

      “Because of the attack?” Carth asked.

      Alayna shook her head. Her eyes had something of a washed-out appearance to them. Carth found it interesting how the color of her eyes would change, brighter at times and others a much lighter green. “Look at it, Carth. If something happens in the city, it will be difficult for us to escape. Imagine if you’re up there”—she pointed to the top of the cliff, motioning to the part of the city up there—”and something happens and we need to escape. You could jump, but the rest of us?”

      “We’ve heard nothing that would make us believe that the city is dangerous. Besides, Linsay thought we should come to Keyall.” That was the reason they had traveled this far south, though the loss of trade had as much to do with that.

      “That was before the attack, Carth. If the Collector is here, we need to be even more careful.”

      It was good advice, and Carth understood the concern Alayna felt. She had been taken captive in the city of Thyr, a city that was much like this one, and equally difficult to escape. “Stay with me, and I’ll do what I can to ensure our safety.”

      Alayna laughed. “I’ve learned that I can’t entrust my safety to you, especially not when you get it in your head that you need to complete some task. Usually, you barrel in unmindful of your own safety, to say nothing of anyone else’s.”

      “I’d like to think that I’m more tactical than that,” she said.

      Alayna shrugged. “You might like to think that you are, but more often than not, you think that you can rescue everyone.”

      “Not everyone.”

      “No? And the three people you had to help in the village?”

      “I didn’t have to help them.”

      Alayna laughed again. She shook her head at Carth. “I know you all too well, Carthenne. You wouldn’t have been able to leave without helping them. I understand that you did. I don’t understand why you risked yourself for three strangers, but I understand that you needed to.”

      Carth couldn’t explain it to herself. Whatever was taking place between those people and the others in the village was beyond her. If the people she had helped had been aligned with the ship that had rammed them, Carth might grow to regret stepping in, but at the time, they had been helpless. Two of them had already been killed—slaughtered as if they were nothing more than animals.

      “You don’t think we should try to understand the people here?” Carth asked.

      Alayna sighed. “It’s dangerous. If there is already conflict, I’m not sure how you will establish your network in a place like this. This isn’t Asador or Cort. I wasn’t with you when you were in Nyaesh or any of the other northern cities, but something about this feels different.”

      Carth couldn’t deny that she felt it as well. There had been discord in some of the other places they had visited and she had managed to get herself into danger, but she’d never encountered such hostility simply trying to reach a place. Maybe Alayna was right and she should abandon her plan to try to establish a connection in the city, but that wasn’t something she thought she could do. She had never abandoned a place simply because it was difficult. It made her even more determined to push her way in.

      “I know that look.”

      “What look is that?”

      “The look that tells me that I’m going to regret agreeing to accompany you here.”

      Carth smiled. “Maybe we can find a nice tavern.”

      Alayna shook her head. “You and taverns. You recognize that it’s strange, don’t you?”

      “I recognize that there is much we can learn by visiting taverns. What better place to get people to talk? Most of the time, all you need to do is listen to gossip or get to playing one of the local games and you can find out everything you need.”

      “Such as more about the Collector?” Alayna asked.

      Carth nodded.

      When Jenna and Linsay finished tying up the ship, they climbed back on board. Linsay disappeared below deck for a while before coming back out, this time accompanied by a hooded Boiyn.

      Boiyn handed Linsay a vial, and she glanced at him before nodding. She quickly tipped it back and pulled a pair of knives from beneath her jacket.

      “What are you doing?” Carth asked.

      She shrugged. “A test.”

      “What sort of test?”

      Linsay glanced up at the city over them. “Before we risk ourselves going up there, not knowing what we might find, I asked Boiyn to try and make something extra for me. I’m not the fighter that you,” she said, nodding to Carth, “or the others are, but maybe with the right enhancement…”

      “How do you intend to test this?” Carth asked.

      “With Jenna.”

      Jenna shook her head. “That’s not a fair fight. You might as well fight Boiyn.”

      Boiyn’s face clouded. “I do not fight.”

      “You don’t fight. You have no magic. What exactly are you here for?”

      He snorted. “Linsay? Why don’t you show her?”

      Linsay darted forward. She moved more quickly than was typical for her. She wasn’t completely unskilled, but she wouldn’t fare well against Jenna. Few would.

      Jenna started off taking it easy with Linsay. She used a single dagger and blocked everything that Linsay did. Suddenly, Linsay’s movements changed. She moved faster.

      Jenna grabbed her other dagger, and her mouth clenched in concentration. She continued to fight, but no longer did she hold back. The concentration on her face changed to a smile. “Maybe if you fight like this all the time, you can be useful,” she said.

      Linsay laughed and grabbed Jenna’s wrist, turning it so that she dropped one of her daggers. But she didn’t drop the other.

      Jenna was not easily defeated. She had fluid movements—much more than even Linsay’s enhancements would account for—and her other dagger had managed to make it up to push beneath Linsay’s ribs, though her hilt, rather than the point, was facing toward Linsay.

      “It was a good try,” Jenna said. She stepped back and recovered her other dagger, slipping them back into their hiding place.

      Linsay turned to Boiyn and grinned. “That should work. If nothing else, I can keep myself safe if we come across somebody with even nearly Jenna’s fighting ability.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Carth said. “I don’t intend for any of us to get into a fight. This is information gathering. We need to find what we can about the Collector and learn why those two ships were out there and why they attacked us.”

      “You might intend for it to be information gathering, but we’ve been around you often enough to know that information often turns into an exchange of blows,” Jenna said.

      “You don’t have to seem so… eager… about it,” Alayna said.

      Jenna shrugged. “What can I say? Any chance I get to use these”—she flicked her daggers out of a hidden pocket and sent them spinning in her hand—“I’m happy to take it.”

      Alayna looked over at Carth, the request plain in her eyes. Both women had tried to get through to Jenna, trying to prevent her from being quite so impulsive, but neither had been as effective as they would’ve liked. It was something that Carth continued to work toward. She needed to settle Jenna down and keep her from rushing into battle, though it was a fault that Carth shared with her. She often rushed into battle herself.

      “Information only,” Carth said.

      Linsay spoke quietly with Boiyn, who pulled a few vials out of his pockets and handed them to her. Linsay pocketed them and turned with a smile to the others.

      Carth stared at Boiyn, but he made an almost pointed effort to not meet her gaze. She didn’t disapprove of the enhancements. They were part of the armaments that she had, but she worried that Linsay would become too reliant upon them. It was the reason she resisted using them herself.

      “If she doesn’t learn how to use them, she won’t know what her limitations are when she needs them,” Alayna said.

      “If she continues to rely upon them, then she will be dependent on enhancements when she fights. What happens if they aren’t available?” Carth asked.

      “I thought you supported the use of the enhancements.”

      “I do.”

      “What is it?”

      Did she tell them about her experience of others depending on enhancements? She’d tried, but they hadn’t listened. Maybe it was better for her to focus on the training she could impact. “We should go before it gets too late,” she said.

      The docks were enormous, and they stretched deep into the sea. The city was situated in a bay, nestled in protected waters that allowed the dozens and dozens of ships to dock safely without concern that waves would slam into them, damaging them.

      They made their way into the city. They passed dock workers as well as merchants, all heading to their ships. Some pushed carts, and Carth smelled fish from some of them, though others looked too heavily laden to hold anything but wares that would be sold in the city. When they reached the end of the dock, Carth hesitated. Each of the docks angled toward a narrow circle of land, and a narrow street wound up from them, heading to one of the upper levels. Some buildings had been built into the cliff’s edge and they pressed together, taking all the possible space allowed. Other structures were cut into the cliff itself as the road led away from the docks. Some of the carts paused at these buildings. Were these places of trade? Were they stores?

      “It’s a strange sort of city, isn’t it?” Alayna said.

      “Keyall has always been a unique location,” Linsay said. “Situated as it is here on this stretch of land, it’s sort of a way station between the lands in the far west and those north of here.”

      The far west. What magics did they have? Each land seemed to have its own, so she suspected the far west wasn’t different, but whatever they did was kept secret.

      “I don’t like it,” Jenna said. “The smells…”

      Carth had only been vaguely aware of the stench from the city, but now that Jenna had said something, she recognized that there was a particular odor to the air. It was more than that of the sea, and more than that of rotting fish or other similar stenches. They were familiar enough from their travels that it wouldn’t draw comment from Jenna. This was something else, and it was something Carth couldn’t quite put words to.

      “Maybe it’s us,” Alayna said. “We have been sailing for quite a while.”

      “Speak for yourself, but some of us have actually tried to bathe.” Linsay grinned as she said it and stepped away as if afraid that Alayna might attack.

      “I know that you do. I’ve smelled the perfumes you think to use afterwards,” Alayna said. “Trust me when I tell you that it does nothing to mask your natural aroma.”

      Alayna laughed. Carth smiled to herself at the lighthearted humor between them. They had become more than friends, had become something of a family. They needed each other, and each of them served in a slightly different role. Eventually, Carth would have to leave them on their own. She hoped that training them—spending time with them—would allow them to eventually take on a greater role in the network of spies that she had created.

      Some would need less attention than others. Alayna had natural talent for coming up with strategy and combined with her fighting prowess, she would be formidable. Jenna would take more time and would need for Carth to be patient with her, to bring her along until she managed to learn a little more patience and to be a little less impulsive. Linsay needed confidence and would never be a fighter, but that was not her strength. She had a quick mind and had been pivotal in what Carth planned.

      “I see the way you’re looking at us,” Alayna said.

      She had separated from the others, leaving Jenna and Linsay walking ahead of her so that she and Carth could have some space.

      “You’re thinking about abandoning us again.”

      Carth smiled. “You know I would never abandon you.”

      “Not abandoned, not really, but in your mind, you would leave us alone.”

      Carth shook her head. “You would never be alone. That’s the point of the Binders.” The name the women had given themselves was a play on the very first women who had joined with her, women who had been forced to heal others injured in the city of Asador, binding them up so that they could return to the city.

      “What if I don’t want to serve the Binders?”

      “What would you serve?”

      Alayna met her eyes. “For a smart person, sometimes you can be quite foolish.”

      Carth laughed. “You don’t need to serve me. That’s not what I’m asking of anyone. It’s the cause. If something happens to me, I need to know that others will carry it on, helping to protect those who can’t protect themselves.” That had been what Carth had taken upon herself. It wasn’t always an easy task, but it was worthwhile, and it was one that needed doing, especially with everything she had seen and experienced in the world.

      “Have I ever told you about my homeland?” she asked.

      “Elaeavn? No. You haven’t said much about it.” Carth had learned something about that land, but what she had heard was strange. Everyone in the city had abilities of some sort, nothing like anywhere else in the world. Alayna had been tight-lipped about her homeland, and Carth had chosen not to push, especially as it didn’t make a difference. Eventually, it might, especially as Carth tried to increase her connections, which meant finding information in even Elaeavn.

      “I always think that you know more than you do and find it easy to forget that you know so little about those lands.”

      “They aren’t my home.”

      Alayna breathed out. They passed a row of shops. The store owners sat out front, eyeing them strangely. Carth thought they would do better if they were more welcoming, but maybe something had happened—was happening—here that made it so that they were suspicious of outsiders.

      “You’ve done so much even though it’s not your home. Do you realize that?”

      “I’ve done what I can,” Carth said.

      “You’ve given hope. Even to me, exiled from my homeland, I have… hope. For so long, I had given up. When I was captured, I thought it would be the next in a long line of horrors that had happened to me, and instead you saved me. You brought me to a safer place, and you gave me the chance to think that things might get better.”

      Carth looked over at Alayna. “I’ve seen too many horrors in the world to let them lie,” Carth said.

      “I know you have, which is why so many follow you willingly. It’s also why, when you think that you will be leaving the Binders behind, those of us who know what you mean worry what would happen if you were gone.”

      Carth looked up the road. In the distance, she could see the first row of buildings on this level. There were maybe two dozen all told, and from what she could tell, most were shops, though the faint traces of music drifted toward her, telling her that perhaps there might be a tavern nearby. None of the storefronts were as elegant as some she’d seen. Carth suspected that only those on the main level were the more profitable ones.

      “I will be careful,” she said.

      Alayna nodded. “That’s all I can ask. That’s all any of us can ask. We want to know that you won’t risk yourself needlessly.” Alayna nodded at Jenna. “Besides, I don’t think that any of the rest of us would be able to get through to her quite like you have.”

      Carth laughed. “I don’t know that I’ve gotten through to her quite as well as I had hoped.”

      “Maybe better than you give yourself credit for.”

      They fell into silence as they continued to make their way into the city. When they reached the first series of shops, Carth looked around but saw nothing that tempted her. She watched people coming and going from the tavern for a few moments, but they had the appearance of fishermen, men who likely wouldn’t have the kind of gossip she needed.

      The others followed her lead, and they continued up into the city itself.

      Carth stopped at the cliff’s edge as they reached the top of the road, and looked down at the docks. Everything seemed so small from up here. Even the Goth Spald looked so much smaller. As she watched, she saw a hooded figure on the deck of the ship, and she waved to Boiyn. He didn’t seem to notice her and, surprisingly, scurried off the ship and down the dock.

      Where was Boiyn going? It was unlike him to disappear like that. Typically, he would remain on the ship, almost doggedly so, so that Carth and the others had to practically drag him to shore when they reached safer ports.

      Had he discovered something? Was he coming for her?

      Questions surged into her mind, but Boiyn had earned the benefit of the doubt and she wouldn’t question him unnecessarily. She turned away and headed into the city, looking for answers.

      “So which tavern do you think we should start with?” Jenna asked.

      “You’re starting to get as bad as her,” Linsay said, motioning to Carth.

      Jenna shrugged. “It wouldn’t be her first good idea.”

      “Look for places where they’re playing games. Those are the kind of places where we’ll likely find what we need.”

      As they made their way through town, she found a likely tavern and motioned for them to follow. Whatever Boiyn was up to, she hoped he didn’t get himself into any trouble, especially not without any of them there to help.

      Those thoughts faded as they entered the tavern.
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      The tavern had proven boisterous, and the music that she’d heard from the street played even more loudly inside. There was a certain sort of pleasant chaos found within. The smells of food were unique to this part of the world, but the scent of ale on the air was familiar everywhere, as was the noise and gaming found within.

      “Why are you smiling?” Jenna asked.

      “These places always remind me of my childhood.”

      “You lived a strange life, Carth.”

      Carth only shrugged. She couldn’t help that she had lived a strange life. She had spent quite a while growing up in a tavern after wandering for years with her parents. The tavern had become the first real home that she could remember. All the others since then had been temporary, but that one—though it had also been temporary—had at least given her hope for more permanence. And she had happy memories, as happy as an orphan could have in a place where men came to drink and gamble.

      Carth finished her ale and stood. “I am going to join those gentlemen there,” she said, motioning to a table of four men dicing. “Why don’t you see what you can learn?” The others would be better at speaking with the staff. That had never been her strength. She could gamble, and she could game with anyone, enough that they wouldn’t necessarily question her presence.

      She grabbed an empty chair near the table of men dicing and dragged it over, flopping down on it. The smell of ale on her should have been heavy enough to make it convincing that she was inebriated. She’d found that men in places like this often thought they could take advantage of an inebriated woman.

      “What game are you playing?” she asked, slightly slurring her words.

      The man nearest her looked up. He had a thick beard and deep-set eyes that quickly dismissed her. “The table’s full.”

      Carth looked around. “Full? Doesn’t seem too full to me. Unless you’re afraid of a little competition.”

      She brought out a pair of coins from her pocket and trapped them beneath her palm. They were only silvers, and not enough money that she would mind parting with it. When she gambled, she had learned that she couldn’t be concerned about parting with any of her coin. If she cared, that was when things happened that she couldn’t account for. Most of the time, she managed to keep games under control, but there were occasions—and more than she cared for—where even with her abilities, the hands didn’t fall the way she wanted them to. It was something she was working on.

      Dice were particularly challenging. If she could anchor to the dice, she could often force them the way that she wanted, but some dice were harder to anchor to than others, preventing her from being as successful as she wanted. Games of skill were easier for her, mostly because she understood the strategy involved to win those.

      “This isn’t your game,” the man said again.

      “Because I’m a woman?” Too many men thought like that, quickly dismissing her—or those she worked with. It was what gave them the advantage. Carth preyed on that, thankful that men were foolish enough to believe that they could easily dismiss her.

      “Because this isn’t your game,” the man said. He leaned toward her, and Carth played the part, backing away. It wouldn’t do for her to be too pushy. If she was seen that way, she would reveal herself far sooner than she intended. No, the better move was to get up and find another game.

      Carth glanced at the rest of the men around the table through heavy lids, feigning drunkenness, before standing and staggering off. She leaned against the wall, ostensibly for support, and concentrated the shadows just a bit. Doing so allowed her to clear them, letting her hear more clearly the men’s conversation.

      “You could have let her play, Jack.”

      Carth tipped her head to the side and noticed Jack shaking his head. “I’m not taking money from someone like her.”

      “You and your foolish ideals.”

      Jack glared at the other man. “Foolish? Ideals are never foolish. Only the man who refuses to have them is foolish.”

      “I would have been happy to take her coin. Even if it was a few coppers. Besides, what’s the harm in having a pretty woman sitting across from us for a few tosses?”

      “Those aren’t the kind of tosses you would like to have with her, are they, Ricken?”

      Ricken was a smallish man who had thin lips and an even thinner nose. He tapped his thumb along the side of his nose, grinning at the others. “Maybe I would.”

      “You wouldn’t know what to do with a woman like that,” one of the men said. “She had a little spice to her. When a woman has spice like that, you have to take the time to dilute it, soften it up.”

      “Now you want me to think that I need to be soft for a woman?” Ricken asked.

      The others laughed.

      Carth watched Jack for a moment longer, but he remained silent, not joining in with the others. Maybe she had misread him. She had thought him like so many other men that she’d met, quick to think that women didn’t belong, but maybe he was mistreating her in a different way, trying to be too respectful with her.

      Carth moved away from the table of dicing and found three men leaning over a board near the back of the tavern. Game pieces were set along the board, points on a triangle, and they each took turns moving them. It was a game Carth didn’t recognize, but a game like this would be one of skill rather than chance. It would be something like Tsatsun, though likely without the same complexity.

      As she watched, she got a sense for the flow of the game, the way each piece would trap and take the others. There were limits on how many moves each piece could make. Each game piece was identical, nothing like Tsatsun, where each piece had meaning, and each piece had specific movements it could make. There wasn’t quite as much strategy to this game. Already Carth could see how to win each man’s position, counting out the dozen or so moves it would take for each of the men around the table. None of them seemed aware of how easily they could win their side.

      As she listened, she heard nothing that would benefit her. There was no chatter about the Collector and no talk of smugglers getting attacked by shadows. Then again, she hadn’t expected much of that. Most likely, the smugglers would have wanted to keep that fact concealed.

      Carth made her way around the tavern, listening at each of the tables, coming up empty. There was nothing that would be beneficial. As much as she hated to admit it, perhaps she wouldn’t find anything here.

      When she reached the back of the tavern, Carth nodded at Linsay. Jenna had found a table with two other women and she sat there, drinking and chatting loudly with them. Alayna had disappeared—likely having returned to check on Boiyn as Carth had requested.

      “Have you learned anything?” she asked Linsay.

      “What’s there to learn? The men of this place enjoy drinking and gambling, and several of them think that I’m for sale.”

      Carth shrugged. “It’s not like we haven’t taken advantage of that in other places.”

      Linsay sniffed. “Just one time I would like to enter a tavern and not worry about who else might come in and what they might assume.”

      “Can you gather Jenna?” she asked.

      “She’s not going to be thrilled with that. She thinks she’s only just gotten started.”

      “With drinking?” Carth asked.

      “With gathering information, I think is how she put it. Why don’t you let me keep an eye on her and you can continue to see what you can come up with?”

      “There’s nothing for me to learn here. The tavern is not what I expected.”

      “Maybe it’s finally letting you see what the rest of us see,” Linsay said.

      “And what is that?” Carth asked.

      Linsay flashed a smile and rubbed her eyes. For the first time, Carth realized that she was tired. They all had to be tired. They had been pushing hard and probably should have taken a day or two before coming into port, simply to recover. Instead, Carth had pushed them, wanting answers, but at what cost? How much did she risk those she cared about by trying to push forward and find out information?

      “See if we can find a place to rest while we’re here.”

      “Not on the ship?” Linsay asked.

      Carth shrugged. It was uncommon for her to leave the ship unprotected, but maybe it didn’t have to be. “We could take shifts. The docks are so far away from the city that it doesn’t really pay for all of us to make our way down there each night. Besides, I think it would be good for us to get some rest.”

      “How long do you intend for us to be here?”

      “I don’t know.” She glanced over at Jenna, watching her friend as she spoke. She waved her hands around in an animated fashion, and the man now sitting at the table watched her. “Can you keep an eye on her? I know that she can handle herself, but when she gets like this…”

      Linsay smiled. “When she gets like this, I worry more for the rest of the tavern than for her.”

      Carth grinned and patted Linsay on the shoulder. “Wait here until I return.” Linsay nodded and Carth headed out of the tavern.

      The sun had begun to set and the sky had streaks of color. Carth stared at it a moment. The sky was beautiful, especially on evenings like this, where the air was still and only a few clouds touched the horizon. On nights like this, the starlight would make her think of her mother as she stared up at it, wishing that they could be reunited, that she could have had even another day with her. It was nights like these when she wondered what her mother would think of her. Neither of her parents had been what she had believed them to be. Both had had power that they had not revealed to her, but her mother had wanted to share it with her. It was the reason she had brought Carth to the distant city of Nyaesh in the first place.

      She shook those thoughts from her head. Memories of the past did nothing but haunt her, and though they might motivate her to act, they only served to bring her sadness. And that was something she doubted her mother would have wanted for her.

      She made her way into the city, examining storefronts, noting how much nicer the stores in this part of the city were compared to those along the road leading into it. Most of these storefronts had bright paint, and all of them had signs that marked what type of goods they sold. She saw seamstresses and tailors and candlemakers and bakers, and when she went further into the city, she heard the sound of metalsmiths and carpenters and dozens of other activities all around her. It was a busy city and likely a prosperous one, considering what she had seen of it. It would be a center of trade, located as it was in the middle of the sea, a place between this world and the next. Though she looked, she saw no evidence of stores that sold items out of the west. That would almost be worth taking time to explore.

      After a while, Carth reached the edge of the city. A road led away from it, and she wondered whether it would eventually lead up to the village she had come across the night before.

      Carth turned and headed back into the city, passing people dressed in various styles of clothing. She had yet to determine the native style for Keyall. Was it any of these? Or was it a mishmash of styles, much like places like Asador had a combination of styles that came from all the different people coming through?

      A shadowed figure moved across the road.

      It wouldn’t have drawn her attention other than for the fact that the figure was trying to remain concealed, ducking from one side of the street to the other, pressing themself against the side of a building.

      Carth stepped back, pulling the shadows around herself and cloaking within them. She moved carefully, not wanting to draw any attention to herself but wanting to see what this person might do. She kept a safe distance, close enough that she could watch and observe, but not so close that they might notice she trailed after them.

      The figure moved onto a side street, and Carth continued to follow. The street here was much narrower and as she approached, she realized the person she followed had disappeared down an alleyway. Carth allowed herself to get a little closer, risking the chance that they might see her. She kept the shadows around her, maintaining concealment, hoping that she didn’t do so in a way that would be noticeable.

      She found the figure hunched over a doorway, working at the lock.

      They didn’t use a key. Whoever was here was trying to break in.

      Carth leaned back against the stone, smiling. Was this simple theft, or something more?

      A soft click sounded against the muted night, fading quickly into the shadows. The figure stood, and Carth realized that it was a woman. She was striking, with a sharp jaw and deep brown hair, and she wore a tight-fitting black jacket and matching pants. Clothing like that would blend into the shadows, much like Carth’s preferred clothing did.

      The woman slipped inside.

      Carth hesitated. She didn’t care that the woman was breaking into this shop. There was no reason for her to be concerned by it, but curiosity sent her forward. Inside the shop, she kept the shadows wrapped around her, easing them back as she surveyed the room.

      It was some sort of artifact shop. Most of the items here were odd. Carvings that were made in strange shapes, either of figures or of creatures that did not exist. There were jars of liquids and some that contained what appeared to be preserved animals. It reminded her of the storeroom that she had discovered in the village.

      The woman made her way along the row of items, clearly searching for something. Carth waited, saying nothing. The woman reached the end of the shelves and began tapping on them. It took Carth a moment to realize why. She was listening for hollow spaces, a place where something might be hidden. She was rewarded by a change in the tone to her tapping and she pried a panel free, revealing a golden statue within.

      The woman let out a cry of victory that she quickly suppressed.

      “Was it only about the gold?” Carth asked, lowering the shadows completely and stepping forward.

      The woman spun and two daggers appeared in her hands. She twirled one of them with a cockiness that told Carth that she knew how to use them. Would they be poisoned?

      “Did he send you?” the woman asked.

      “The Collector?” Carth asked.

      The woman met her gaze. “You can tell him I got here first.”

      “What if he needed for me to bring this to him?” Carth asked.

      “If he needed it that badly, he could’ve waited. He knew that I was going to get it for him.”

      Carth kept her face neutral. This woman had come on behalf of the Collector. “Consider me a backup,” Carth said.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “He doesn’t send backups.” She flicked one of the knives, which came streaking toward Carth.

      The suddenness of it almost overwhelmed her. She ducked and felt the knife whisper past her, sinking into the wood behind her. As she did, she cloaked herself in shadows, rolling across the floor before coming to her feet and turning back to the woman, lowering the shadows once more.

      “Who are you?” the woman asked Carth.

      “Seeing as how I’m the one who has the upper hand, I’d ask you the same question,” Carth said.

      The woman cocked a smile. “Upper hand?” Another knife came whistling at her, and was quickly followed by a third.

      Carth thickened the shadows. It was the only thing that allowed her to avoid impact from the second knife. It missed, though narrowly. The third one would have struck her in the chest had she not thickened the shadows.

      The woman was skilled. Her weapons might be limited, though Carth had no way of knowing how many knives she had on her. Even if she had four or five more, Carth would need to be careful.

      “Who are you?” she asked the woman again. She glanced at the knife lying uselessly on the floor and kicked it away. There was no use allowing the woman to take another shot at her.

      “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” the woman said. “If you cross him, the consequences are severe.”

      Carth grunted, dodging another knife. She avoided attacking, wanting only to have answers to her questions. Another knife came toward her, and she twisted, the movements becoming something like a dance. “I suspect I’ve already crossed him without intending to.”

      “Then you’re in more danger than you realize.”

      “And you work with him?”

      The woman held on to a pair of knives, seemingly recognizing that Carth hadn’t attacked her. There had been no retaliation for the knives she’d sent streaking at her, though Carth had made certain that each one that fell harmlessly to the ground was kicked away, sinking into the paneling on the walls.

      “I don’t work with him. I work for him.”

      “I don’t see how that’s different.”

      The woman grunted. “One means there’s a choice. The other means there’s payment involved.”

      “And which is it for you? The choice or the payment?”

      “If I had the choice, I wouldn’t care about the payment. Unfortunately, I don’t have that luxury.”

      “Everyone has the luxury of choice.”

      “Do they?” the woman asked. “I’m not so certain. When you meet him—if you meet him—you’ll understand.”

      Carth smiled. “I’ve had others think they can force me to do what they want. All of them have learned that I can be somewhat stubborn when I want to be.”

      The woman shook her head. “That’s too bad. He likes it when you’re stubborn. It makes the game more interesting for him.”

      Carth didn’t like the fact that it seemed this woman was forced to work for the Collector. If there were others like her, Carth needed to do whatever she could to help them. It was the same reason she made herself available to help those in the other cities in the north.

      “Let me help you,” Carth offered.

      The woman clutched the golden statue and shook her head. “Help? Now that I’ve done this job, I’m freed of anything else he might ask of me.”

      Carth doubted that was true. She’d met too many people like the Collector and had known all of them to find additional reasons to keep people bound. A job like this would be one of many, and none of them would allow this woman to get free from his influence.

      “If you find that it’s not all that he asks of you, I offer my help.”

      “And why should I believe that you would help me any more than he would?”

      “You shouldn’t. I’m offering you an alternative. A choice. You have to decide whether or not you take it.”

      The woman started toward the door and Carth made no effort to stop her. There was no point in doing so. She didn’t know what this gold statue was, or how valuable it might be, and she didn’t know why the Collector would send her for it, but stopping her was not of interest to Carth. She could follow the woman, and she could find out everything she needed about the Collector.

      “If I let you go”—the woman arched a brow as Carth spoke—”at least tell me your name so I know if you come looking for me.”

      The woman considered her for a moment before shrugging. “Talia. My name is Talia.”

      Carth considered offering her name, but doing so would potentially give the Collector a name to search for more information. She had learned how valuable names were, especially with everything she had done. Instead, she offered something else.

      “You can find me at the Goth Spald.”

      “Is that a tavern?”

      Carth shook her head. “A ship. That’s where you would be able to find me.”

      “I tell you my name and you give me a ship?”

      Carth shrugged. “I’ve offered my help and you’ve refused. If you need me, you’ll learn all that you want and more.”

      The woman watched Carth for a moment and then hurried toward the back of the shop and out the door, disappearing. Carth wrapped the shadows around herself and followed, quickly catching up to Talia and preparing to follow her as she made her way toward the Collector.
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      The Collector’s home was on the northern edge of the city. From here, it would be easy enough to escape and head deeper inland, but it would be more difficult to reach the sea. Maybe the Collector wasn’t concerned about reaching the sea.

      Carth found Talia waiting outside a gate leading to an otherwise unassuming home. It was two stories high and lights flickered in most of the windows, but otherwise the building wasn’t nearly as decorative as many within the city. The gate was stout—solid iron—and a pair of guards were visible from here, to say nothing of those that weren’t visible.

      She leaned against a wall and watched, holding the shadows around her.

      The darkness enveloped her and Carth was thankful for the depths of night. If the moon had been full, pulling the shadows around her would have been more difficult—and more noticeable.

      The gate opened and the guards allowed Talia to enter.

      Carth stepped into a neighboring alleyway and climbed along the side of the building, reaching the rooftop, where she could look out over the Collector’s grounds for a better view. As she suspected, the two guards waiting outside the gate had been only the beginning.

      A pair of guards lined the path leading into the building every dozen feet. They were the visible threat. Were it not for her connection to the shadows, she might have thought them the only threat, but she noticed other waiting along the walls, tucked back into the shadows. And those were the people she could see. How many more might there be?

      Talia walked along the path leading up to the entrance. The door opened for her and she went inside.

      Carth decided to wait.

      At least she now knew where to find the Collector, if not what he was like.

      How long would Talia be inside?

      She was willing to wait if it helped her know more about what was taking place in the city. Waiting gave her time to think.

      Why was she so willing to pursue this? Other than the fact that she had seen two sides fighting each other, there was no other good reason for her to involve herself in this. Talia had made it clear she chose to work with the Collector—even if it was only because she felt that she had to.

      Maybe this was a mistake. Whatever was taking place here was not her concern.

      Coming here—rather, remaining here—placed those she cared about in danger. It was time for them to leave. There were other places they could go. Safer places.

      As she prepared to jump, she noticed movement from the Collector’s compound.

      Carth hesitated.

      Now that she was here, she could at least take the time to understand more about what the Collector intended. It might not matter to her, and she might not bother to intervene, but the more she knew, the better prepared she would be for whatever else might happen while they were in Keyall.

      Talia kept her head down as she made her way out of the compound.

      That was different from the way she had held her head high when she had entered, the confidence that she had displayed. What had happened?

      Carth didn’t have to think too hard to have an idea. She knew men like this Collector—even without knowing the Collector. He would have done something—or said something—that would have tied Talia to him more deeply, despite her desire to escape him.

      When the gate opened and Talia stepped out onto the street, she followed as the other woman slipped along it. After turning down a side street, Talia stopped.

      “You can come out of hiding,” she said.

      Carth smiled. She hadn’t been trying to hide herself—at least, not that well. It was interesting that Talia would be able to detect her as easily as she had. Did she have some connection to the shadows? It would be unlikely this far to the south, but maybe she had some other way of detecting Carth’s presence.

      “What happened with him?” Carth asked.

      “Nothing happened,” Talia said. She seemed to avoid looking down the street toward Carth. Was there something in that direction she feared—or did she wait for others to help?

      Carth approached, keeping a slight distance. She was prepared for Talia’s daggers, though she didn’t think the woman would attack. If she had wanted to be aggressive, the time would have been before she had announced that she knew Carth was there.

      “He won’t let you leave his service, will he?” Carth asked.

      In the alleyway, tucked as they were between a pair of buildings, the darkness was thick. It was even more impressive that Talia had noticed her presence.

      “He was thankful for what I brought him. I should be grateful for that.”

      “Grateful? You completed a task. Did he not reward you…”

      She realized then why Talia was looking away. The shadows she saw around the other woman’s face took on a different meaning. Some were the shadows of the night hovering over her, masking her, while others were something else.

      Carth reached toward Talia and grabbed her face, ignoring the woman’s protestations as she tried to pull away. A deep bruise had already formed on her cheek, and one eye was bloodshot, though not from tears.

      “This was the Collector?” Carth asked, cool anger in her voice.

      Talia jerked back, stepping away from Carth. Her body tensed and Carth thought she might try to run, but in the alley, there wasn’t any place that she could easily run off to. “You don’t understand.”

      Carth snorted. “I understand power. I understand abuse. What did he do?”

      Talia flicked her gaze down the street. “I disappointed him.”

      “By bringing him what he wanted?” Carth didn’t know what it was that Talia had stolen from him—and no longer cared.

      “By taking too long bringing him what he wanted. And when I tried to tell him about you…”

      Carth clenched her jaw. Had her actions caused harm to this woman? Even though she didn’t know Talia, Carth didn’t want to be the reason she was assaulted. She spent her time trying to rescue women like her, trying to get them to a better situation.

      “What about me?”

      Talia shook her head. “I shouldn’t even be speaking to you. If he finds out—”

      Carth pulled the shadows around them so that it was only the two of them. Everything else was squeezed out, sealing the night off from them. “Now he can’t find out.”

      Talia’s eyes widened slightly, but her surprise passed quickly. Carth couldn’t help but be impressed by how quickly she adjusted. There were some people who never fully learned to manage the knowledge that she could manipulate the shadows. When Carth had first learned of her ability, she had thought it strange. How could someone use the shadows the way that she could? Now it was natural—almost as natural as breathing.

      “What are you?” Talia asked.

      “I’m many things. Shadow born. Descendant of ancient Ih-lash. Trained by the Nyaesh. But most know me as Carth of C’than.”

      “The C’than is a myth.”

      Carth shrugged. It surprised her that Talia would have heard of them, especially with as secretive as the organization was. “You can believe it to be a myth. That would serve just as well.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Many reasons.”

      Talia stared at her. “That’s all you’re willing to tell me?”

      “That’s all you need to know.”

      Talia sighed. “He struck me when I couldn’t answer that question for him.”

      Carth tensed. That was the reaction that Talia wanted from her, but she couldn’t help herself. “Why?”

      “He’s Alistan Rhain. That’s why.”

      Carth frowned. “Is he the Collector?”

      Talia sniffed. “He is Alistan Rhain.”

      Surprisingly, Carth now had a name but knew nothing else about the Collector. “And what does he collect?”

      Talia shook her head. “Power.”

      “Someone like him shouldn’t have power.”

      “And you know him? I didn’t think you were from Keyall.”

      “I’m not, but I’ve known plenty of men like him to know that he shouldn’t have power. Anything he has, he abuses.”

      “And you think that you can stop him?”

      Carth considered a moment. It seemed more than an inquiry. “Are you asking on his behalf, or yours?”

      Talia looked around her, but the shadows would be too thick for her to see anything. Thickened as they were, no sound from their conversation would drift out, but there was another benefit. Talia couldn’t run off for help without alerting Carth.

      “There are others who oppose him, aren’t there?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “And they suffer. They’re fools for thinking they can counter him. He’s been in power long enough that he’s faced people like them before.”

      “That sounds like what he wants you to say.”

      “What do you think I can do?”

      “Leave him. Stop working with him. You have a choice.”

      “Not a choice. In Keyall, you’re either working with Rhain or you’re working against him. I’ve seen what happens to those who work against him. I’m not willing to have the same happen to me.”

      The bruise on Talia’s face had darkened, now taking up most of one cheek. It would take a long time for it to resolve. It was a wonder that she hadn’t been injured worse with a hit like that.

      “I can help,” Carth said to her.

      “You can’t help. No one can help,” Talia said, turning away. “Others have tried, but he’s still in power. Those who oppose him suffer.” Talia looked up at her. “Do you intend to take me hostage? After this, I doubt he’ll offer much for me, but you never know.”

      Carth shook her head and let the shadows start to dissipate. “I only wanted to help.”

      “You can’t help. Your being here has only caused more problems, Carth of C’than.”

      Talia looked around and seemed to realize that Carth no longer held the shadows around her. She took a step back, watching Carth warily, before turning and running, disappearing into the darkness.

      Carth didn’t follow. What would be the point? She wouldn’t attack Talia, and she didn’t know that there was anything she could do—short of toppling the Collector from power, and she didn’t know enough about the city to know whether that was something she could—or should—do. Often when power shifted, others appeared who were as terrible as the ones who had come before them.

      Maybe Talia was right and she should leave. Retreating wasn’t in her, but she also didn’t want to be the reason that others suffered.

      But it wasn’t only about the Collector in Keyall, was it? She thought about what she’d seen at the smugglers’ village. They were equally awful, especially if they were willing to slaughter prisoners in that way.

      Carth started away from the Collector’s compound, heading toward the tavern. Near ruins on the edge of the city, she passed a group of men who reminded her of those she’d seen on the ship that had attacked her, but when she went to follow them, they disappeared. She didn’t have it in her to search for them.

      As she made her way toward the tavern, she felt a growing acceptance of the fact that she would leave. Departing before she had the information she wanted wasn’t something she often did, but perhaps she could return to Keyall later, when she had a better understanding.

      When she reached the tavern, she found a dozen people outside. It didn’t take her long to find Linsay, though there was no sign of Jenna. Linsay had one hand inside the flap of her jacket, a posture that made Carth immediately on edge. It was where Linsay kept her daggers.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Something stupid. Jenna had been drinking. The table she was with hadn’t seemed to mind that she was there. And then… I don’t know. Something changed, Carth. The man at the table jumped her. Jenna fought back, others joined in, and the entire tavern started to brawl.”

      Carth scanned the others in the street, looking for signs of Jenna. “Where is she?”

      “I was near the door when the brawl started. Everyone started pushing and I got shoved outside. I… I don’t know what happened with her.”

      “Are you harmed?”

      “What? No. I got out before things got out of hand, but Jenna…”

      “I’ll see what I can find.”

      Carth slipped around the side of the building, holding the shadows. Would there be a second entrance? Many taverns had other ways in. Even a window would be helpful. Anything that would let her get inside.

      She found a doorway on the back side of the building. The door was ajar and flashes of flames flickered inside.

      Carth darted inside.

      Heat from a spreading fire threatened to push her back. She pulled the heat away, drawing the power of the flame inside herself, dampening it. A fire blazing with this much power would be difficult to completely extinguish, but she could lessen it so that anyone inside wouldn’t be harmed.

      The tavern was empty.

      Scorch marks along the walls revealed where the flames had licked them, making their way toward the ceiling. Had Carth not removed the flames, the fire would have continued to spread, likely consuming the entire tavern. It still might. Some flames smoldered, and without her holding on to the S’al, drawing the flames away, the fire would grow. She would need help to prevent the tavern from going up completely.

      There was no sign of Jenna.

      Now-blackened tables were tipped over, and the stink of char and smoke filled the air. She smelled nothing that would make her think anyone had been caught in the fire. Unfortunately, that was an odor she had known before. Chairs were scattered and some were broken, though they didn’t seem damaged by the fire. Whatever had happened here had happened prior to the fire.

      When she noticed movement at the front—likely the owner attempting to return to see if they could quash the rest of the flames—Carth made her way out the back again.

      She stood in the street, breathing clearer air. She would have to release the heat she’d drawn out of the tavern before it exploded out of her. Looking skyward, she sent it sizzling into the air, and steam erupted like a fountain.

      Where had Jenna gone?

      It was unlikely that she would have left Linsay. Even intoxicated, Jenna wouldn’t have left. That meant that whatever had happened with the brawl had taken Jenna away from the city—and away from where Carth could easily find her.
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      An occasional wave sent the ship rocking, pressing into the dock. Carth sat at the table, leaning over the map that she had spread out across its surface, staring at it. So far, no word had come from Jenna, though she hadn’t given up hope that the woman would return. Alayna had gone into the city, thinking that she could use her particular ability to help find Jenna, leaving Linsay and Boiyn with Carth.

      “You haven’t learned anything about the Collector?” Boiyn asked.

      Carth shook her head, keeping her eyes fixed on the map. Keyall sat at the southernmost promontory, separated from so much of the rest of the main continent that it might as well be on an island. It had taken them weeks to reach this place, time that she had been away from the rest of her network, and she had a growing suspicion that it was time for her to return.

      But not without Jenna.

      “Other than that he has gathered power? No, I haven’t learned anything about the Collector.”

      Carth finally looked up and studied Boiyn. In the confines of the ship, he didn’t bother keeping his hood up, though he always wore his cloak. His eyes had a ring of red around them and the lantern light reflected off his pale skin, which practically gleamed. He studied her, and she wondered what went on behind his eyes. What did he think of when he looked at her?

      “I saw you leaving the ship,” Carth said.

      Boiyn frowned. “I’m curious what you mean by that, Carthenne. It sounds almost as if you are making an accusation.”

      Linsay glanced from Carth to Boiyn. “Carth wouldn’t do—”

      Carth raised her hand. “I’ve sailed with you a long time, Boiyn. You rarely leave the ship. What did you learn?”

      Boiyn took a place across the table from her and rested his elbows on it. He leaned forward and stared at the map. After a while, one long finger reached down and traced a trail along the coast, running from Ingal all the way down to Keyall. “This is a strange place, Carthenne. For some reason, I feel it.”

      “You feel it? You’re the least magical person I know, Boiyn. I wouldn’t expect you to claim to feel anything like that.”

      He flashed a smile. Carth had long ago managed to overcome how grotesque that expression looked on him. “It’s nothing quite like that. It’s more of an unease. Considering everything that we’ve seen, what is taking place here is nothing like we’ve experienced in other places.”

      “Even in Thyr?”

      “I wasn’t with you for most of that. Your experience there is nothing I can grasp.”

      “I’ve told you all about that. I told you about Danis and the Hjan and—”

      Boiyn nodded, his brow knitted in concentration. “Please. We don’t need to go through that. That threat is neutralized, is it not?”

      Carth nodded. “For now. Eventually—”

      Boiyn studied the table. “Eventually, each of us will take on a different task. Yours will require you to face someone powerful—perhaps more powerful than even you, Carthenne—while mine is something not quite as terrifying, at least not in the magical sense.”

      “You’re almost starting to sound like Alayna,” Carth said.

      Boiyn shook his head. “As I’ve told you, I don’t have any magical abilities. Certainly no ability with foretelling, as she has. This is merely a matter of seeing what we’ve faced and recognizing that there will be more to come, and that when it does, each of us must be prepared for the role we must play.”

      Carth stared at him for a long time, thinking as she often did when Boiyn made statements like this that she would love for him to have an interest in playing Tsatsun. It was times like this, comments like the one he’d just made, that made her wonder whether he might ultimately be able to defeat her. He certainly had the mind for it, and with his ability to recall everything he’d ever seen, it was likely that he would remember moves that she made and probably learn quite quickly.

      Footsteps on the stairs caused Carth to stand.

      She reached the doors at the same time that Alayna entered. Her face was drawn and her green eyes seemed darker than usual, though that might be the light in the room. She shook her head when she entered and threw herself into a chair.

      “I don’t know what happened to Jenna. I can’t find any word of anything, and I don’t See anything.”

      “What did you learn?” Carth asked.

      “The man she was sitting with works for a merchant. A man by the name of Alistan Rhain.”

      Carth groaned.

      “You’ve heard of him?”

      “He’s the Collector.” Carth looked at the map, wishing that she had more information about the city. It made her own personal game board incomplete, and made it so that she didn’t know what she needed to do next. Information. That was what she needed right now, but it was the one thing that was difficult for them to acquire.

      “Do you think they even know that Jenna is with us?” Linsay asked.

      Carth sighed. “He asked about me.”

      “Who?” Alayna asked. “The Collector?”

      Carth nodded and told them about her conversation with Talia. As she described the woman’s injury, Alayna’s face became clouded, the way that it did anytime they encountered women who were abused. Alayna shared Carth’s mission and the desire to help everyone they could, to see if they could bring them to safety. It stemmed from some abuse that Alayna had endured but would not talk about. Eventually, Carth hoped that she could get Alayna to share, but there was no need to push.

      “And you believe this woman?” Boiyn asked.

      Alayna shot him a glare. “If the woman was attacked and bruised as Carth said, why would she not believe her?”

      Boiyn raised his hands placatingly. “You know that I mean no offense, Alayna. Only, how do we know that she wasn’t using Carth?”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t think she was using me. I’m not unskilled at determining when someone is being honest with me.”

      “I would never accuse you of that, Carthenne. It’s just that you have gained a reputation. Your particular reputation is one such that others know that you have a soft spot for abused women. Don’t you think it’s at least possible that this Collector has made the connection between a woman who can use both shadows and flame and Carthenne Rel?”

      Carth didn’t think that it was likely, but she had learned that she couldn’t ignore any possibility. If Talia—and the Collector—had heard of her, it was possible that they had used that knowledge to try to play with her sympathies. But with what intent? She couldn’t envision a move where that would be necessary.

      “I need to speak with him,” Carth said.

      “And what do you hope to accomplish?” Boiyn asked.

      “First, I need to know what happened to Jenna. And then I need to know what he’s after. He might have power here, but it’s incomplete. If he had complete power, he wouldn’t have someone like Talia stealing from merchants’ shops.” That was what troubled her. She didn’t know enough about the city to understand what the Collector might be after, or whether he was only after power, as Talia had said. Something told Carth that Talia had been honest with her, but she wouldn’t dismiss what Boiyn had suggested, as it was possible that Talia was playing her. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been played.

      “How do you intend to find out?”

      Carth could wander the city and try to find others who might share what they knew about the Collector, but doing so would take time, and as there was another place where she knew information could be gleaned, she wasn’t sure that taking that time was necessary.

      “Alayna, I need you and Linsay to remain in the city. Keep your ears open for any word about Jenna, and if you find anything, see if you can’t rescue her.”

      “And what of you?” Alayna asked.

      Boiyn watched her with an interested expression. She hadn’t mentioned him intentionally. She would need Boiyn’s help for what she intended, though she wasn’t certain whether it would work.

      “I intend to return to the smugglers’ village.”

      “Carth—” Alayna began.

      “It’s the only way that we can find out what we need.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Boiyn said.

      “No? What other option would there be?” Carth asked.

      “You know where this Collector has his compound. You could break in, have some words with him, and—”

      Carth laughed, cutting him off. “I’ve seen the compound, Boiyn. I could make it past the gate, and I suspect I could make it through most of the yard, but I have no idea what he has at the house, so no way of knowing what fortifications he might keep there. Even if I managed to get through them, I don’t know enough about the Collector to know what he might be capable of.”

      After experiencing the easy way the captain of the ship and the men with him had ignored her magic, she didn’t like her odds of making it all the way to the Collector unharmed. Even if she did, there was no telling what would happen when she attempted to depart.

      “I only say it to suggest that there might be other things that you haven’t considered,” Boiyn said.

      Carth nodded. “Consider me informed,” she said.

      “When do you intend to do this?” Alayna asked.

      Carth glanced from Boiyn to Linsay. “I’m not willing to leave Jenna for too long.”

      “You intend to go now.” Alayna frowned at Carth, shaking her head. “In the middle of the night, knowing the dangers that we encountered when we tried going through there the last time?”

      “The middle of the night is when I’m the most dangerous,” Carth said.

      Alayna stared at her. “You know that’s not true.”

      “I do?”

      Alayna nodded. “You’re dangerous any time of day or night.”
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      Carth set the anchor near a pair of rocks that jutted out of the river. They were barely visible against the night, little more than blackened fingers poking above the surface of the water. She used the shadows to help her navigate and knew that with what she intended, she put her ship in danger. Not only her ship, but Boiyn.

      He stood next to her on the deck, looking out at the night, a frown twisting his face. “You should take this,” he said, handing her a small vial.

      “What is it?” Carth asked, taking the vial and bringing it to her nose. She took a deep breath. It smelled pungent and had hints of mint to it. It was nothing like what he had demonstrated to her before, though Boiyn was constantly experimenting, so she wasn’t surprised that he would have something new for her to try.

      “I thought it would be best to try and improve your reaction time.”

      “You think I’m too slow?” Carth asked with a smile.

      “Not too slow, but without knowing what you might face, I thought that would be the best option to help. You have considerable strength with the shadows and with your flame magic, and I’ll admit that I have not discovered a way to enhance either of those abilities, not in a way that would be… safe. This, on the other hand, I think would be beneficial to you.”

      Carth didn’t always like the idea of taking enhancements, especially not knowing how they might interfere with her natural abilities, but the last time she had been here, she had very nearly been captured. She had been able to force her way free and had never lost her connection to either the shadows or the flame, but to find answers—and be able to help Jenna—she needed to do more than simply escape from the smugglers. She needed answers to her questions.

      Carth tipped the elixir back, drinking it in one gulp. It tasted just as pungent as it smelled, and she suspected the mint was only there to dilute the awfulness of it.

      When she was done, she handed the vial back to Boiyn. “That’s awful.”

      “It’s unfortunate that the things that work the best often taste the worst,” Boiyn said. “I wish it were different, but…” He shrugged. “The effects should begin in a few moments.”

      “How certain are you that this will work?”

      “I tested it on Linsay.”

      “I recall. I was there. My concern is whether this will work for me.”

      “There’s no reason from a physiological standpoint that it shouldn’t work for you. You are no different than Linsay.”

      Carth arched a brow. “I think I’m a bit different than her.”

      “Not from the standpoint of the elixir. It will enhance you the same way that it enhanced Linsay. The only difference is that you have your other abilities to account for.”

      “How long will it last?”

      “Linsay reported that it lingered for nearly two hours, but…”

      “But?”

      “This is where you might be different. You have proven the ability to burn off poisons. I suspect if you use your magic too strongly, you’ll burn off the effect of the enhancement as well.”

      “Do you have others?”

      “Only these two,” he said, handing her a pair of vials.

      Both smelled the same as the first. She slipped them into her pocket. She would have to be careful that she didn’t break the glass, but that shouldn’t be too hard, just as long as she didn’t end up in a fight. And if she did, she would have to protect that side—or drink the elixirs.

      “Stay with the ship. If anything comes aboard, you’re going to need to push them back.”

      “I won’t fight, Carthenne.”

      She smiled, though she didn’t know whether he could see it. “I’m not asking you to fight. I’m asking you to defend the ship.”

      “They aren’t any different.”

      “They are if you intend to get back.”

      Boiyn studied her a moment without saying anything. “Be safe, Carthenne. I do not have the skills to navigate the ship back to the city.”

      She stepped to the top of the railing, pulled on the shadows to strengthen her, and jumped.

      Sailing through the air powered like this was always an interesting sensation. Wind whistled past and the darkened shape of the village loomed in front of her, though she couldn’t tell if anyone remained in the village or not. Had her attack on it caused the others to leave?

      Carth landed on the sandy shore. It was farther than she had jumped the last time, though she didn’t know whether that was from the connection to the shadows or because of the enhancement Boiyn had given her. When she had been here before, Carth had been tired from swimming in the sea for hours before her rescue. This time, she’d had some rest.

      The village was quiet.

      She made her way forward, keeping herself cloaked. When she did, there was always a muted sense around her, but also an enhanced ability to hear things around her. She heard nothing that would make her think that anyone remained.

      Carth focused on the connection to the flame, searching for others who might be in the village. Carth made her way from building to building, searching, but she found no sign of anyone else.

      Had she wasted her time coming here?

      Doing so put Jenna in greater danger and also risked Alayna and Linsay spending time alone in the city.

      She hurried toward the tree line, where the ships were hidden, and found them missing. Without the ships, it was likely that the smugglers were gone.

      Carth wandered back through the village, stopping in several of the buildings and finding most of them empty. A few random items remained, mostly scraps of clothing, though she found some food and, in one of the homes, a strange-looking knife. Carth ignored that, concerned that it might be poisoned, before moving on. She found the small building where she had discovered the captives. Blood still stained the floor and when she passed through the narrow doorway to the storeroom in the back, the hole she had blasted through the wall continued to let in the night.

      Maybe there was something here that she could follow.

      She hadn’t really expected the smugglers to have remained, not after what she had done to the village, but was still disappointed that there was no sign of them.

      At the edge of the village farthest from the river’s edge, Carth paused, drawing the shadows around her so that she could listen to the night. There was a stillness in the air, and though she heard the distant sound of waves crashing on the seashore, she also heard the occasional sound of animals crawling across the branches in the trees. She noted a hoot from an owl and considered that a measure of good luck. In her homeland, owls were often considered lucky.

      Was there any way for her to follow the smugglers if they hadn’t traveled by sea? Carth made a steady loop away from the village, searching for signs of others who might’ve passed through here. She found tracks in the dirt and wished that she had better skill with tracking. She could follow them, but that wasn’t her gift.

      As she prepared to turn back toward the ship, she noticed a path leading through the trees and away from the village. Had that been there before? She hadn’t spent enough time looking to know whether it had or not. Possibly, but it was also possible that it had been made by people moving away from the village to escape from her attack.

      Carth moved along the path, keeping herself quiet as she did, surrounded by the night.

      The path led gradually up the slope, and Carth suspected that it would lead all the way to the city. After following it for a while, she noticed a path branching off it, which she took. There was evidence of recent traffic along here and she moved more cautiously, not wanting to draw too much attention. After a while, she heard voices.

      Carth slowed, being more careful with the shadows to keep herself concealed. As she approached, she counted the figures in the camp. There were no more than a dozen, though that was all she could identify. She reached for her connection to the S’al magic and pressed out, looking for others who might be here that she didn’t see, but found no sign of them.

      Kiara was here.

      She stepped forward, revealing herself. The voices in the camp died out. One by one, the people in the camp began looking at her, and several jumped to their feet.

      “I’m not here to attack you.”

      The man nearest her, who had unsheathed his sword, sneered. “One versus twelve? I think you’re more than outnumbered.”

      “Ask Kiara if I’m outnumbered.”

      The man jerked his head around to look over at Kiara, but she stared at her hands as if not wanting to speak.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “She’s the woman who came to the village.”

      “She’s the one?”

      One of the men nodded. Carth recognized him from the ship. Eran. “She’s the one who freed them.”

      Carth snorted. “I wasn’t about to stand by while you slaughtered more of your captives.”

      The man looked over at her, sword still clutched in his hand, seemingly unconcerned to learn Carth was the one who had attacked the village. “You think we slaughtered them?”

      “That’s how it appeared.”

      The man grunted. “They were our captives. We had them on board our ship and brought them to the village. That’s it.”

      “That’s it? How do you explain their deaths?”

      The man didn’t answer. He glared at her.

      “How much is he paying you?” the man asked.

      “I don’t work for the Collector.”

      “No? Then you freed his operatives for free.”

      “His operatives? They didn’t work for him.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      Carth sighed. “They told me you brought them here thinking they worked for him, but they didn’t. They had no reason to lie to me.” She met his glare with one of her own. “And you’re the one who attacked my ship.”

      He blinked and glanced at the others. Had they not known the women weren’t with the Collector? “We attack any ships we don’t recognize. Most of them work for him, and if we’re able to prevent him from getting access to the outside, then we will do it.”

      “Why?” Carth asked. Were they trying to create some sort of blockade to prevent the Collector from reaching other ports? Why would they care?

      “You wouldn’t understand. You’ve never lived in a place quite this isolated.”

      Carth allowed herself to smile. “I might understand better than you realize. I’ve lived in many places, and traveled many more. Why is it that you attack the Collector’s ships?”

      “We attack because we have no choice,” the man said.

      Carth looked around, surveying the people gathered here. This was an unusual location to have smugglers, especially after what she had seen at the village. At least in the village, there was the possibility of getting the ships—and whatever they intended to smuggle—out. In a place like this, there would be nothing that they could move.

      Strangely, these people were saying something similar to what Talia had said. They didn’t feel as if they had a choice. Why would that be? Could it be that they didn’t have a choice?

      “What did the Collector do to you?”

      The man glanced at the others before looking at Kiara. “I thought you said she worked for the Collector.”

      “I thought she did. She broke into the village, and you saw what she did to the building.”

      “Only because you attempted to trap me there,” Carth said.

      The man looked over at Carth, studying her for a moment. “You don’t look like anyone he’s sent after us before.”

      “What do you mean by sent after?”

      “When we defy him. He takes that as an insult, and then he becomes even more angry. He wants nothing more than to destroy us.”

      “Why?” None of this made any sense. If the Collector was attacking these people, there had to be a reason more than the fact that they defied him. Talia had been afraid of the Collector and had been unwilling to go against him.

      “Why? Because we are determined to keep him from gathering the one thing he wants the most.”

      “And what is that?”

      “We don’t know. Not with certainty.”

      “But you suspect.”

      The man met her gaze silently.

      “I can’t help you if you don’t share. What is it?”

      Kiara stepped forward. “He wants an Elder Stone.”
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      Carth sat in the corner of the tavern, listening to music playing softly. It was a different tavern with a different ambience then the one they had first come to, searching for information. This one was quieter, calmer than the other. A few people sat at other tables, but it was early in the day, so Carth wasn’t surprised to see the tavern mostly empty. Perhaps by later in the day, it would pick up activity and there would be more people.

      “Have you ever heard of an Elder Stone?” she asked Linsay.

      Linsay’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure that’s what you heard?”

      Carth nodded. After spending a little longer in the smugglers’ camp, she had departed, but with no better understanding than she’d had going in about what the Collector wanted. The man had said that the Collector wanted an Elder Stone, as if Carth would know what that meant.

      “It’s little more than a rumor.” Linsay leaned forward and lowered her voice. “There have long been rumors of items of power, artifacts that those who study these things believe would carry great strength. An Elder Stone is one of the oldest items rumored. I’ve heard of them, but never heard of any place where they could be found.”

      “And why would they matter?”

      Linsay smiled. “If you believe the rumors, the Elder Stones are among the most powerful creations handed down by the first gods.”

      Now Carth smiled. “First gods?”

      Linsay shrugged. “You’ve traveled. You’ve seen how each nation, sometimes each city, has their own beliefs. In some places, they believe in one god, while in another, they believe in many. Think of Alayna and the Great Watcher. In her homeland, the Great Watcher is the highest being of power. The people there feel as if everything they’ve been given—all the abilities that are found throughout her homeland—is a gift from the Great Watcher.”

      Carth frowned. “Are you saying that the Elder Stone is something like that?”

      Linsay laughed. “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation. There is likely nothing to these Elder Stones, Carth. They are rumors, nothing more than that. Treasure hunters go searching for them and think that they will bring power and prosperity.”

      “How is it that I’ve never heard of these before?”

      Linsay shook her head. “Because rational people don’t believe in the presence of the Elder Stones.”

      “Would rational people believe in the things that I can do?”

      Linsay stared at her. “I don’t know what to make of it, but if the stones are real—and I’m saying if—they are rumored to be incredibly powerful. So if the Collector is trying to get his hands on one of these stones, it’s more than the people of the city are in danger. Anyone that he comes in contact with would be in danger, especially if he is the kind of person we think him to be.”

      Carth looked around the tavern. How many of these people worked for the Collector?

      “What have you learned of the city?”

      “Other than that there’s a ruling tribunal?”

      “A tribunal? Not the Collector?”

      Linsay shook her head. “Not the Collector. A tribunal.”

      That surprised Carth, especially with what she’d seen. Someone like that would have been in a position of power, but maybe he worked for a different sort of power.

      “I saw his compound. He had plenty of power.”

      Linsay shrugged. “That might be, but the tribunal rules in the city. Now, it might be that the man you saw has influence on the council, which might be why he is left alone, but he doesn’t lead the city.”

      Carth found that surprising, especially after what she had heard. “Would Boiyn know anything about this Elder Stone?”

      Linsay shrugged. “He might have heard the same stories I’ve heard, Carth. They’re just stories. Let’s focus on finding Jenna rather this.”

      They fell into silence, each of them eating. The food was decent. It had more garlic than what she preferred and was much more heavily salted, but it was not unpleasant. Carth would occasionally take a sip of ale, drinking deeply before setting the mug back down. She listened to the music, letting her mind wander. They were no closer to finding what had happened to Jenna. Linsay had learned nothing about where she had gone, which left Carth to think that perhaps Jenna had been captured by the Collector.

      She sighed and set down her mug as the tavern door opened. Alayna entered and glanced from Carth to Linsay. She took a quick seat and grabbed Linsay’s mug, pulling it over and taking a long drink before wiping her mouth. “Well, I found her.”

      “You found her? Where is she?”

      “Linsay told you that there is a tribunal ruling over the city?”

      Carth nodded. “And surprisingly, the Collector isn’t a part of the tribunal.”

      “No. It doesn’t appear that he is. But I think he has someone on the tribunal he works with, a woman by the name of Esther.”

      “How did you find Jenna?”

      Alayna grunted. “It wasn’t that difficult. She was brought to the local stockade.”

      “Stockade?” Carth repeated.

      Alayna nodded. “Apparently, she resisted the effort of the gentleman who was trying to escort her out of the tavern. It was the same man who you had argued with over dicing. He remembered you. He remembered the fact that Jenna had come with you.”

      Carth frowned. She didn’t like the idea of drawing attention like that to herself—or to her friends. “Who was he?”

      “I haven’t been able to determine that entirely. He has some connections on the council and when the brawl started, he tried dragging Jenna away before she attacked the Collector’s man, but she continued to resist. When they got out in the street, the local constabulary brought her to the stockade.”

      That was a better outcome than what Carth had assumed, and surprisingly, even more unlikely than her getting captured and dragged off by the Collector.

      “What will it take to get her out of the stockade?”

      Alayna shook her head. “I haven’t been able to determine that.”

      “Typically a bribe,” Linsay said, “but I wouldn’t know who to bribe.”

      “You could try your friend,” Alayna suggested.

      Carth thought of the man she’d encountered while trying to join the dicing. At first, she would have thought him the exact right kind of person to bribe. Typically, men who were eager to gamble at dice were equally eager to accept bribes, but his reaction had been unexpected. Maybe he wasn’t the right person for this.

      “I don’t think he would accept it.”

      “You won’t know until you try,” Linsay said.

      “I’d rather go and see the stocks.”

      “What do you think that will do?” Alayna asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Probably nothing. I doubt there will be anything there that will help me, but maybe there will be some way for us to break Jenna free.”

      “If you break her free, we’ll either have to hide the fact that we did it—and hide her—or we’ll have to leave Keyall,” Alayna said. “I don’t feel strongly either way, but I want you to be prepared for the possibility that we would have to make one of those choices.”

      Carth sighed. That was a good point. Until she knew what she was going to do about the Collector—and about the smugglers—she needed to be careful. Anything that would draw unnecessary attention to them would need to be avoided. “Let’s take a look at her and see.”

      Alayna nodded. “I can show her to you. I’m going to warn you—she’s not happy that she’s there.”

      Carth actually found herself laughing. “I wouldn’t expect her to be happy that she’s captured.”

      Alayna didn’t smile. “That’s not it, Carth. She’s angry. Wild. I don’t know what to make of it, other than that she isn’t the Jenna we know.”

      Carth stood and left a stack of coins on the table to pay for the food. It was more than what they needed to pay, but she had the means to pay more than what was needed.

      Outside the tavern, the day was warm—practically hot. The air held a damp humidity that made her clothes cling to her. Alayna guided her along the street, sticking to wider thoroughfares until they reached a plaza near the center of the city. There they came upon a series of public stockades. Jenna was there, bound with her neck and wrists trapped in the stock, keeping her head up and defiantly eyeing everyone who dared get too close.

      Carth immediately understood what Alayna had said. There was a wildness about Jenna, in her eyes and the way she practically snarled at people as they passed.

      She had seen this before. It was the way Carth had found her.

      “Oh, Jenna,” she whispered. She’d managed to bring her back from this wildness once before, but would it even be possible to do again? Carth didn’t like the chances of being able to do so, not with the way Jenna looked. “How close can we get to her?” she asked Alayna.

      “There doesn’t seem to be any restriction. There are guards”—she motioned to the corners of the yard—“but they’re mostly to intimidate others from getting too close.” Each guard was dressed in a simple uniform and each carried a sword with a shield slung over his shoulder. The shield would be mostly decorative, but the sword was not. The guards’ presence was enough to keep most people back, but occasionally people would throw things at the prisoners. A pile of rotting fruit was heaped on the ground around Jenna.

      “We have to get her out of there,” Carth said.

      “Like I said, if you take her from the stocks, we need to be prepared to leave.”

      Carth looked around the city. She didn’t have a problem with that. She had been tempted to leave before, back before she’d realized that Jenna had been lost, until she had discovered that the Collector might be after something dangerous. Now… now, she wanted only to get her friend free and to safety.

      “If you take attempt to take her, you will be removed from the square.”

      Carth looked over to see the dark-eyed man from the tavern watching her. He was dressed differently than when she had seen him last and now wore what appeared to be much more formal clothing, with a royal blue jacket and pants that were a rich brown. Even his beard had been brushed out, making it fuller than it had been.

      “I think you misheard,” Carth suggested.

      The man smiled. “Did I? You and your friends were talking about trying to spring free one of Keyall’s lawful prisoners. I think I heard exactly what I thought I heard.”

      Carth glanced around and realized that there was suddenly a much larger contingent of soldiers in the square. Now there were enough that she didn’t like her odds. She could probably get herself to safety, but what of her friends? Would she be able to help them or would them be placed in danger?

      “As I said, I think you misheard.”

      The man nodded. “It’s too bad that your friend is here. I tried to escort her away before the activity got out of hand, but she is quite stubborn.”

      “She can be. Who had the bad luck of trying to subdue her?”

      Carth was surprised she hadn’t heard anything more about that. Even intoxicated, Jenna would have been difficult to fully restrain. She was strong and she was incredibly skilled.

      “That would have been me.”

      Carth frowned. That wasn’t the expected response. “You look surprisingly well.”

      The man cocked his head as he stared at her. “That is an interesting response. Do you think I should have had more difficulty with your friend?”

      “Knowing what I do about her? I would think so. You need to get her out of those. She’s been hurt before, and those will only—”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that. She was lawfully placed into custody by the constabulary.”

      Carth gritted her teeth. Getting angry at him wasn’t going to get Jenna free, and though she thought she could fight her way through to free her friend, what would that do with the others? Alayna would likely be fine, but unless Linsay used enhancements, she wasn’t going to be able to get out of here without a significant fight.

      And that was saying nothing about what would happen when Jenna was freed.

      “What will it take for her to get out?”

      “Hers was a crime of anger. When she calms enough to be released, we will do so. Until then…”

      “Do you think to torment her?”

      “Not torment. This is meant to serve as a lesson in patience.”

      Carth watched as someone in the crowd hurled a fruit at Jenna, striking her in the temple. Jenna snarled and snapped at the person, as if she were some sort of wild animal. “She won’t find calm. Not like this. I’ve been trying to help her for the last few months, and she’s come a long way, but…” She shook her head again. Now everything that she had accomplished would be lost. That hurt Carth the most of anything, especially as she knew how hard-won those changes had been for her friend.

      “It seems as if your attempts to help her have been quite effective.”

      “Better than this,” Carth said. “You would treat violence with violence?”

      “She will remain here until she realizes that reacting with anger and violence to everything that comes her way will not get her anywhere.”

      “Do you beat your children in Keyall?”

      The man frowned. “I fail to see how that matters.”

      She nodded at Jenna. “There are times when such lessons are necessary, and there are some criminals who cannot be reformed.” Carth certainly had met enough of them that she had been unable to help despite everything she had tried. In those instances, it was often better simply to realize there were some who couldn’t be helped, and move on. “There are times when treating violence with violence does nothing more than teach violence.”

      The constable smiled at her. “You would accuse me of attempting to teach violence?”

      “That’s all this does. It’s no different than smacking a child to get them to stop fighting. All that does is teach that whoever is bigger gets to make the rules, even if they don’t apply to them.”

      “You would equate your friend to a child?”

      Carth watched Jenna. With the wildness she saw in her eyes, and the way that she snapped at anyone who came too close, she thought it an apt comparison, though it might be giving Jenna too much credit. In this form, she was less than a child. Less than a woman. It broke Carth’s heart.

      “I would equate your discipline to that. There are much more compassionate ways of teaching. That is what I would attempt. That is why I have worked with her.” Carth looked up at him. “I will see her freed.”

      “When she learns how to find calm,” the constable said. “And on the chance that I was not mishearing when you first appeared, I would warn you that we have archers trained throughout the square. If you make an attempt to free her, they have orders to loose arrows on whoever makes the attempt.”

      “I don’t fear your archers.”

      The man studied her. “Perhaps you don’t. Then I will instruct them to aim at your friend. The lesson would be for you in that case.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      Carth nodded. “You know only cruelty. That explains much to me that I hadn’t understood when I first reached Keyall.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as the Collector. Alistan Rhain. I understand the cruelty he displays, as I do the cruelty of those who think to oppose him. They have learned it from their leaders. What else could they be but cruel?”

      The constable laughed softly. “I think that you have quite the wrong idea.”

      “Do I? And what would the right idea be?”

      The constable turned to her, arms crossed over his chest. “You are new to Keyall. I will not hold that against you with your statements, but you would be wise in exercising more caution, especially with regards to him.”

      With that, the constable turned, leaving Carth staring after him.

      She watched his back for a moment before turning to Jenna.

      She started toward her friend and dropped low, getting in front of Jenna’s eyes. A fruit whizzed toward her, but she batted it out of the air. “Jenna. It’s Carth.”

      Jenna glared at her. It was an expression that Carth remembered all too well from when she had first been found. She had been wild like this, and Boiyn had had to prepare sedatives for her so that Carth could get her away. Would she have to do the same this time? If all Jenna had to do was find a sense of calm, could she settle herself long enough to get herself free?

      Not like this.

      “You have to calm yourself, Jenna.” She moved forward, trying to force Jenna to meet her eyes. “Please. Jenna. Look at me. If you don’t calm yourself, they won’t let you out.”

      Carth tried to reach for Jenna. When she did, she saw a flicker of movement on one of the rooftops. The archers.

      She jerked her hand back. As she did, Jenna snapped her head toward Carth, as if to bite her hand.

      “We’ll stay with you. All of us. I’ll see if Boiyn can do anything. If he can, maybe we can get you out of here.”

      She stood and turned to her friends. “Stay with her until I return.”
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      Boiyn poured a liquid into a tall bottle and shook it vigorously, then held it over a nearby flame until steam rose from the top of it. Weary lines marred the corners of his eyes, and ink or soot was smeared along his forehead.

      “This one should work,” he muttered.

      “You said that about the last,” Carth said. She glanced at the row of vials on the table, each a failed attempt to create a sedative that would allow Jenna to remain awake but calm the aggression within her.

      “The last was close. Each iteration gets us closer. Now, if you wouldn’t mind testing it?”

      Carth sighed and took a drink of the elixir. She didn’t know if it would work, but she had the advantage of being able to burn off the effects, regardless of what it might do. She could wait, see what effect it would have, and if it seemed as if it might offer the necessary sedation, she could burn it off using the S’al.

      The elixir tasted foul, much like all of them had.

      “Why don’t you add mint to these to make them a little better?”

      Boiyn considered her for a moment. “The mint would react with the tashenberry, rendering it ineffective. There are other flavorings I could use, but that would take even more testing to know whether they will damage the intended effect. Now, can you tell me what you feel?”

      Carth thought about what she could detect. As usual when she took one of Boiyn’s enhancements, she felt a fluttering in her chest. She wondered how much of that came from nerves about what the enhancement would do to her and how much from the compounds involved. She had to treat it like she would any poison, and Carth had much experience with burning off poisons. This should not be a problem for her.

      “There’s the fluttering—”

      “Yes. You have mentioned that each time. I think you will notice that each time. What else do you notice? Is there any sense of sedation?”

      Carth didn’t think so. She felt no different, if only perhaps a little tired because of what they had been doing with these experiments.

      Then it hit her.

      It came on suddenly. There was a sense of emptiness. A hollow sort of thing. It filled her.

      Carth panicked and sent a flash of the S’al burning through her.

      The effect burned off as quickly as it had come on.

      “Something happened,” Boiyn said. “I felt your heat if nothing else, but there was an alarmed look on your face that tells me there was something else.”

      Carth nodded, looking at the vial. That was like nothing she had experienced. That couldn’t be considered an enhancement so much as it took away from her. It stole her sense of self.

      She was thankful that it hadn’t taken her ability to reach the S’al. What would have happened had she been trapped with that sensation and unable to burn it off? How horrible would it have been?

      “It was… emptiness.”

      “Emptiness? No, this should have worked to take away anger.”

      “It took away everything. All emotions,” Carth said.

      “That should not have been. Let me try a modified version. Perhaps we can tamp that down a little.”

      “Only a little?”

      He shrugged. “You need for the rage to leave. This will take away the rage, but it has an unfortunate additional effect.”

      Boiyn started working to mix more of his compounds, pouring various liquids together. He would occasionally bring them over to the flame, heating the mixture for a while before moving on and adding a few other items. He hummed to himself as he worked, a habit that she had always found amusing.

      “Boiyn?”

      He paused his humming and glanced over at her. “Hmm?”

      “Have you ever heard of the Elder Stones?”

      His hand stopped moving and he swiveled his head toward her. “Carthenne?”

      “Apparently, the Collector seeks something called an Elder Stone. I don’t know what it is, and Linsay claims that it’s nothing more than a story, but there are many things in the world that I’ve learned are real when others felt they were nothing more than rumor, including myself.”

      Boiyn set the vial down and leaned forward, resting his hands on the table as he looked at her. “Carthenne, the Elder Stones are very much real. And they should not be touched, certainly not by those who are not meant to have them.”

      “Meant to have them? Don’t tell me you believe in the same stories that Linsay said others do.”

      “I don’t believe in anything. I have seen evidence of their existence.”

      “And what are they?”

      “They are concentrated power. There are some who would believe that they come from the Elders themselves, though I think that might be more than a little bit story. Whatever they are, they are old—some of the oldest known artifacts of power.”

      Carth stared at him, not knowing what to say. Linsay was usually the one to know about such things. She was the archaist, after all, but if anyone else would know about them, it would be Boiyn. So much of what he had said made no sense to her.

      “What are the Elders?” she asked.

      “Not what. They are ancient beings of power. Most consider them gods, though perhaps not the gods that you are familiar with.”

      “Like the Great Watcher in Elaeavn?” she asked, thinking back to what Linsay had said about the stones.

      “Exactly. And there are some who think the Elvraeth in Elaeavn possess a set of stones.”

      “A set? How many of these are there?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think anyone can say that they know. Perhaps the Elders,” he finished with a smile.

      “And these have power?”

      “Carthenne, they are rumored to be quite powerful. If they exist, which, of course, I can’t confirm.”

      She smiled at him. “You said that you have seen evidence of their existence, and now you tell me that you can’t confirm it?”

      He shrugged. “The evidence is indisputable.”

      “Which is?”

      “There are many recorded documents that refer to these stones. They are too many to believe that it’s chance, and from places that would be far enough separated that they should not share similar stories. It is unusual that they do.”

      “If the Collector is after an item like that, from what I’ve seen, he should not be allowed to have it.” None she had met in this city should be allowed to.

      Boiyn tapped his lips thoughtfully. “It would make sense for there to be an Elder Stone here, though.”

      “Why is that?”

      “If you believe there is a collection in Elaeavn”—his tone suggested that he wasn’t completely convinced that there was—”and if you believe that there are other Elders—or gods, if you prefer—then it would make sense for them to be scattered.”

      Carth imagined what would happen were the Collector to manage to gain control of something of power like that. It also made her realize something else, something that she hadn’t fully considered yet.

      “How long do you think the Collector has been in Keyall?” she asked Boiyn.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t spent any time in the city to know.”

      Carth smiled to herself. “That’s not entirely true. When we first went into the city, you went off, and you were seen making your way into the city. You still haven’t told me where you went.”

      “There’s nothing for me to tell you. I got off the ship simply to see something other than these walls,” he said, motioning around him.

      “If there’s something I should know…”

      “If there was something you should know, I would make certain that you did, Carthenne. I have done nothing other than fulfill your requests. I have not been deceptive about any of it. Please do not accuse me of something like that.”

      Carth sighed. He was right. “It’s not you. It’s this place. It’s Jenna. She will remain in the stockade until she can learn to find a sense of calm.”

      “I take it from your expression that you don’t anticipate her finding a sense of calm very easily.”

      “Boiyn, you were there when I first came across her.”

      “I think ‘came across’ is a bit too light. You found her caged, and you freed her.”

      “Freed her, and then spent the last year trying to find a way to restore a sense of normalcy.”

      “I would say that she has recovered quite nicely. She might be a little impulsive, but other than that, she is no different than any of the other women you work with.”

      Carth didn’t know whether that was a compliment or a criticism. Many of the women Carth worked with were damaged in some way. Often they had been through something terrible, and Carth had rescued them, finding a way to restore them after they had lost so much. It was that way with Alayna, and it was that way with Jenna.

      “You should see her, Boiyn. She’s reverted to what she was before. I don’t know how long it will take her to recover.” Seeing the horrible expression in her eyes, Carth wasn’t sure whether she would be able to recover at all. It would take time, and more patience. “Maybe it was a mistake bringing her with me on this journey. We’re so far away from the others, and it will take too long to return her.”

      “Would you say the same about Alayna?”

      Carth shook her head. “Alayna is… stable.”

      “There was a time when you couldn’t make such a claim.”

      “There was a time,” Carth said.

      “Don’t doubt yourself, Carthenne. You have done amazing things for all you have saved. Now, if you’ll allow me to get back to this mixture, perhaps we can settle her anger enough to get her freed from the stockade, so that you can begin your work with her once more.”

      Carth leaned back, watching Boiyn work. There was something rhythmic about the way he went about mixing the various liquids. It reminded Carth of her mother and the patience that she had demonstrated when she had mixed various leaves and berries and other combinations together to create different compounds. Carth had never had the same touch, though she did wonder whether she might have learned from her mother and might have eventually been able to take after her, had her mother not passed as early as she had. She had spent time watching Boiyn and other herbalists like him mix their concoctions, and had spent time learning, wanting to know what they were doing.

      Boiyn began humming and added a bluish powder. There was a flash, and then it dissolved into the liquid. He frowned to himself as he stirred it, holding it over the flame. Carth had learned that the flame allowed the concoction to dissolve better, mixing more evenly. She didn’t know why that should be, and was more than happy to add her connection to the S’al to help with mixing, but Boiyn never asked.

      “If I were to go looking for an Elder Stone, where would you suspect they would be found?”

      Boiyn stirred his mixture a little more before glancing over at her. “They would be places where you would detect power, Carthenne.”

      “Only where I would detect power?”

      Boiyn held his gaze on the liquid. “Others might notice, but they would notice it as an energy. Most would be unlikely to know what they were even picking up, but there would be a sense from the stone, and someone with as much power as you have would be able to determine it.”

      “Can the stones be destroyed?”

      “Anything can be destroyed, but the better question would be whether you wanted to destroy them. Why would you want to destroy an artifact of such power?”

      “If this artifact is acquired by someone like the Collector, I would prefer to do anything that I needed to ensure that he didn’t hang on to it. If that involves destroying it…”

      “You don’t think that you can protect it?”

      Carth didn’t know. Could she protect an item of great power? She knew that she wouldn’t be tempted to use it, though others who worked with her might be. As much as she trusted Jenna—at least when she was well—and as much as she trusted Alayna, she knew that they would both be tempted by the idea of power.

      “I think… I think that I would try.”

      “Do you intend to find it before the Collector?”

      Carth stared straight ahead. Was that what she intended? If that was what it took to prevent the Collector from gaining more power, then perhaps it was worthwhile. It would be useful for her to at least meet him, to understand what he intended, but so far, all she had was rumors. Everything that she’d heard made him seem like a monster, but no one could be quite that bad.

      “I’ll get Jenna free first, and then I’ll worry about what the Collector is after.”

      Boiyn swirled the mixture again and set it in front of her. “Try this.”

      Carth didn’t hesitate and took a drink. She waited until the effects settled in, noting the same hollowness she had felt before. It was there, stealing all sense of emotion, but less so than it had before. She didn’t panic quite as she had the last time, letting the effects simmer within her. She felt empty, hating the sensation but knowing that she needed to let the effect work through her as long as she could tolerate it. Nothing more came.

      With a flash of the flame, she burned off the effect of the elixir. “I think this will work. How long will it last?”

      Boiyn shook his head. “Perhaps a few hours. Maybe longer.”

      “Are there any potential side effects to it?”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as the emptiness that I felt. Will that remain?”

      “Do you feel it now?”

      She breathed out in a heavy sigh, focusing on what she could detect. There was no evidence of the emptiness there, but a memory remained. She thought that she could still call it forth if she needed to, but there was no reason she could ever imagine needing to feel it. She wanted it gone. She wanted it to be nothing but a haze.

      “I don’t feel it.”

      Boiyn shrugged. “None of these should have any lasting effect. The enhancements are never meant to be permanent. One’s body will always manage to take care of the compounds used. After all, they are natural.”

      “As opposed to other things that you can create that are unnatural?”

      “There are some who would prefer unnatural measures.”

      “I don’t know what that would even mean.”

      “Pray that you do not, Carthenne.”
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      Carth snuck through the darkness, keeping the shadows wrapped around her. She didn’t know whether the guards stationed around the plaza would recognize her, but it was a cloudy sky, hiding the moon and making it an ideal time for her to sneak toward Jenna, still trapped in the stockade.

      She had Alayna and Linsay watching from the side, though if archers fired on her, there would be little that either of them could do. There were enough guards stationed around the plaza that Carth didn’t think that she could take them all out before the archers took a shot, which meant that she attempted to sneak forward and administer this elixir, or else she had to try to break Jenna free.

      When she reached her friend, she realized that Jenna remained awake. Her eyes were wide, still with the wildness within them. Little had changed, other than the pile of fruit now had vegetables added to it. Strangely, someone had thrown a carrot at Jenna. Carth imagined that must’ve hurt when it struck, and considering the placement near the others, she didn’t doubt that it would have hit its mark.

      “Jenna,” Carth whispered as she approached.

      Jenna didn’t move, but her eyes did, darting toward Carth, and she stared at her. There was no recognition in her eyes, nothing that would tell Carth that her friend knew her. Could she really be so far gone?

      “Drink this,” she said.

      She tried holding the elixir up, but Jenna snapped toward her, practically biting her hand. Carth withdrew, but only a little, not wanting to make too many movements. Anything like that would draw the attention of the guards watching from above. They might not be able to see through the shadows, but then again, it was possible that they could.

      How was she going to convince Jenna to drink the elixir?

      As Carth reached for her friend, Jenna snapped again.

      She wasn’t going to be able to get to her, not without adding her shadow magic.

      Carth wrapped bands of shadows around Jenna, and she stopped moving. Her eyes continued to dart around, looking everywhere, but as Carth approached, reaching for Jenna, she tried lunging, using the already minuscule slack in the stockade, and failed.

      “I’m so sorry, Jenna,” Carth said. She reached for her friend’s mouth and tipped her head to the side, forcing the elixir down her throat.

      Carth leaned back on her heels, watching.

      If this were to work, Jenna would settle herself, and then… maybe then she would be able to calm down enough that the constables would release her. Carth waited, counting to herself, thinking through how long it had taken for her to feel the effects.

      She didn’t have to wait long. An emptiness settled into Jenna’s eyes that matched the hollowness that Carth remembered all too well.

      Slowly, carefully, Carth released the connection to the shadows, letting them ease off until they were no more. She kept herself concealed by them, but waited.

      “Jenna?” she whispered.

      Jenna blinked, but she said nothing.

      Carth took a step forward. “Jenna?” she asked with more urgency.

      Jenna simply stared. What had she done? Would this work? She needed for Jenna to have calm for the constables to release her, but not the kind of calm that prevented her from speaking.

      Carth waited. And waited some more. After a while, she began to realize that it might take far longer than she had intended. She slipped back into the shadows, making her way toward Alayna. She handed her one of the vials. “If she begins to become wild again, use this.”

      “And if she doesn’t?” Alayna asked.

      “If she doesn’t, we have to hope that she begins to speak and that the constables deem her calmed enough to function.”

      “And what of you?”

      Carth sighed. She should stay with Jenna, but there were other things that she needed to do, especially if she thought that she might find out what the Collector was after. If it really was an Elder Stone, then she thought she had to find it first before he did. But first, she wanted to find him. She needed to meet him and gauge what kind of threat he actually posed.

      “I’ll be doing something stupid,” Carth said.

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else,” Alayna said. “Carth…”

      Carth nodded. “I know. I’ll be careful.”

      “That’s not it. What happens if this doesn’t work?”

      “If this doesn’t work, then we will do everything we need to in order to rescue Jenna. I’m not leaving her here, and not like this.”

      “How long are you willing to leave her?”

      That was the heart of the matter, wasn’t it? Alayna was worried that Carth might leave her in a similar way. “If I could ensure that Jenna wouldn’t be harmed trying to rescue her, I wouldn’t leave her even this long,” Carth said.

      “You can’t use your shadows to obscure your rescue?”

      “I can use the shadows, but I still don’t know how well they can see through them. And if they can see through them, I don’t know how much time I would have to act before they got to her.”

      Alayna considered Carth for a moment. “I know that you wouldn’t leave her if you didn’t have to. It’s just that it’s so difficult for me to see her like this.”

      “Thank you for staying with her,” Carth said.

      She slipped away from the plaza, staying in the shadows. As she did, she hurried along the street. She moved slowly, focusing on her S’al magic and on a particular signature within it. Searching in this way was slow and tedious work, but it required much less strength than if she were to push out blindly with her S’al magic. If she did that, it would expend significant strength and leave her weakened when she might need to be strong.

      The city of Keyall wasn’t that large, but it was large enough that it took quite a bit of time for her to navigate through it. She started near the Collector’s compound, thinking that if nothing else, she might find Talia there. She didn’t detect her signature as she approached, so she continued on. Carth wound slowly through the city and was surprised when she came across the signature near what appeared to be an abandoned part of the city. The homes here were rundown, and many had missing windows. There were broken signs, nothing like what she had expected to find, especially given how tidy the rest of the city had appeared. Carth moved slowly along the street, focusing on her connection to the S’al as she detected Talia.

      Carth wrapped shadows around her and stepped through the door. She wasn’t surprised to find it unlocked.

      She stood in place for a moment, letting her eyes adjust. She pulled some of the shadows away, parting the darkness so that it was easier for her to see more clearly. As she turned, looking for the sense of Talia, she heard a soft laughter near the back of the room.

      “Whatever you’re doing with the shadows is noticeable here,” Talia said.

      Carth lowered her connection to the shadows and turned to face Talia. “I wasn’t trying to conceal anything other than my presence. I didn’t know how many you might have with you.”

      “There’s just me,” she said.

      “Why here? This doesn’t seem like a part of the city where I would’ve expected you to spend your time.” Carth approached, and as she did, she noticed that the bruise on Talia’s cheek remained. It was just as dark and angry as it had been when she had first seen it. That made it less likely that Talia had been trying to fake an injury to play on Carth’s sentimentality.

      “What do you know about me? What makes you think that you know anything about where I might spend my time?”

      “I’ve spent enough time with people like you.”

      “People like me?”

      Carth nodded. “Like I said, if you would come with me, I can show you others I have helped.”

      Talia grunted. “Like the woman who’s now strapped in the stockade?” A dark smile parted her full lips. “I think that I would prefer to find my own way to safety, thank you very much.”

      “I will see Jenna out of those chains.”

      “If you haven’t noticed, the constabulary here is not particularly swayed by arguments such as I suspect you made. They are very much black and white when it comes to what they perceive as the law.”

      “So I can tell.”

      “Is that why you’re here? Did you come to offer me another chance to join with you?”

      That would have been reason enough for her to have come, and in another time, she might have come after Talia like this. This time, she had a different need.

      “How do you avoid the constabulary throwing you in the stocks?”

      “They leave those who work with Rhain alone.”

      “Leave them alone? Or has he bought them off so that they will leave him alone?”

      Talia met her eyes. “They equate to the same.” She shook her head slowly. “He likely knows that you are here. Which means that he likely has someone listening to me now. And that likely means that everything that I say to you will get back to him. Do you think that I am so interested in having a matching bruise that I’m willing to share with you what I should not?”

      Was it fear or something else that drove Talia? Carth had seen fear, but that didn’t seem to be the case. She could work with fear, could offer safety and protection, but again, that didn’t seem to be what would motivate Talia.

      What would it take? Why was she working with the Collector?

      “Let me tell you what I know. I found what I thought were smugglers stationed in the village not far along the coast.” Talia’s eyes widened slightly. “When they tried to capture me, I broke free, and when I returned to that village, I found it abandoned. The smugglers—or whatever they are—have disappeared to another location, but they claim that the Collector is searching for something they call an Elder Stone. Tell me if I should go on.”

      Carth met Talia’s gaze while at the same time pushing out with her connection to the S’al. Were there others listening in? She no longer doubted that her shadow magic might be at least partially ineffective in Keyall, but she didn’t know whether her connection to the S’al would fail as well. If it did, that meant that others could be listening.

      But she didn’t think that her connection to the S’al had failed that much. She had found Talia using it, which meant that if anything, it was the one part of her magic that was consistent.

      “The Elder Stones are nothing but rumor,” Talia said.

      “That’s what I hear, but it seems as if your Collector is putting quite a bit of time—and energy—into finding them. That’s not the sort of thing that one does when they are working with only rumors.”

      “Why are you here, Carth of C’than?”

      A part of her wished that she had not revealed her name to Talia, especially if she was so tightly woven into the Collector’s plans, but another part, the part of her that wanted to help women like Talia escape whatever trap she was in, knew that it was necessary for her to have shared her name with Talia. If nothing else, Talia might be able to hear rumors of what Carth had done. They were rumors that she had been very intentional about fostering, wanting them to be spread so that others would seek her help—or fear her.

      “I’m here for the same reason I’ve traveled to other places.”

      “You think to rescue other people from the Collector?”

      Carth laughed softly. “Does the Collector have people who need rescuing in other places?”

      Talia stared at her.

      “Why are you working with him? I thought it was fear at first, and then I thought perhaps he might be paying you, but neither of those answers seems quite right. Is there another reason, something you don’t want me to know?”

      “Return to your lands, Carth of C’than. Leave these to people who know them.”

      “The Collector isn’t from here. Which means that you think I should leave them to the constabulary? Or should I leave them to the people who pretend to be smugglers?” Carth took a step toward Talia and lowered her voice. “If he is searching for an Elder Stone, I will stop him.”

      “As I said, you know so little about Keyall.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means what I said. Had you known anything about Keyall, you would understand, but you do not.”

      “You won’t deny that he’s looking for the Elder Stone?”

      Talia’s face darkened. “The Elder Stone is a myth.”

      “Does the Collector know that?”

      When Talia didn’t answer, Carth thought she had her answer.

      “I need to meet him.”

      Talia smiled. “Your desire for something will not make it happen. Alistan Rhain will only meet with those he chooses.”

      “He will choose to meet with me.”

      “I think not.”

      “No? Let me tell you what I’ve seen so far. He has attacked my ship, thinking that he might find some item on it. He has seen to it that my friend is captured by the constabulary. And he works against another group outside the city. There is more taking place in Keyall than you’re letting on, and I’m determined to know what it is.”

      “You should be careful, Carth of C’than. You have taken on more than you can handle.”

      “I’m good at that.”

      “You will get yourself killed.”

      “Maybe eventually. I doubt that will happen anytime soon.”

      “You don’t know him, not like we—”

      She waited, but Talia didn’t continue.

      “Not like you do? I know people like him, Talia. I have known many people like him. He thinks to claim power regardless of who else he hurts.”

      Talia stared at her. “As I said, you still don’t understand.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “He already has power. What he seeks is more.”

      Talia turned away and disappeared. Carth chose not to follow, knowing there was no point in doing so. She could track Talia if she needed by using her connection to her S’al magic, so it didn’t matter that she detected Talia making her way down the street and away from her.

      There was more taking place in Keyall than she understood, and that bothered her.

      It was time for answers, and if the Collector refused to meet with her, then she would draw him out.
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      Carth made her way toward the interior of the city, weaving toward the Collector’s compound. She needed to understand more about him and what he might be after, so that if it came to it, she would be better equipped to counter him and what he might do. She still didn’t fully understand what was taking place here. Was this all about the Collector? What role did the smugglers have? Those were the answers she needed to determine so that she could understand what side she needed to assist.

      And maybe she didn’t need to side with anyone. That was the other possibility, the one that Carth had not spent much time thinking through. If she was not meant to help either, then she would be better served simply abandoning Keyall and sailing away from here.

      The only reason for her to remain at this point was so that she could understand what impact the Collector and the smugglers had on the city.

      It was late, and a time of day when Carth often found strength, enjoying the way the shadows lingered. She wrapped them around her, unconvinced that they were ineffective here. There had been a few times when it had seemed as if her connection to the shadows had not been as useful as she was accustomed to, but that had to be the exception.

      She stared out over the compound, crouching atop a nearby building as she watched for movement. She needed to understand more about this Alistan Rhain. Where did he come from? What was he after? And was there any way that he could be useful?

      A few lights flickered in windows, but not many. There was no movement, nothing that would indicate who might be serving the Collector in his compound. If only Talia would help her, Carth might be able to understand what more he might do. She crouched for what felt like a long time, waiting for movement, anything that might give her some idea of who else might be coming and going in the Collector’s compound, but saw nothing.

      She needed to return to the ship. She needed to get back so that she could figure out what their next step would be with Jenna so that she could rescue her. It was a difficult balance leaving her, but if they didn’t, they would draw enough attention in the city that it would force Carth to make a decision about leaving before she was prepared.

      She crawled forward, preparing to jump from the rooftop, when a door to the home opened.

      Carth lowered herself carefully to the roof, holding the shadows around her but not dependent on them for her complete concealment. She still wasn’t certain whether the Collector was able to see through her connection to the shadows.

      The man who left the house was difficult to see. Shadows remained around him, though these were a part of the night, natural rather than anything unnatural. Carth waited, and as he made his way through the gate, he was visible to her. He had a dark complexion, similar to the sailors she had faced, and dark hair. She couldn’t tell if he was old or young. In the darkness, he could be either.

      He drifted past her and Carth waited long enough to see if he might glance up, but he never did. Could this be the Collector? The occasional furtive glance around him made that less likely, as did the fact that he came alone. If this were the Collector, Carth had a sense that he wouldn’t be leaving by himself. He would have others with him. Should she follow? If she did, she abandoned watching for the Collector, but maybe the Collector wouldn’t reveal himself the same way. It seemed as if he were smart, possibly clever enough to know that she attempted to observe him. If so, he might not leave the building himself.

      She would follow. That way, she could at least get some information. It might not be the same as finding the Collector, but she could find someone who would help her learn what he was after.

      Carth crawled along the roofline, keeping hidden in darkness, dampening the sounds of her passing with a surge of shadows. She used only the slightest amount, not wanting to draw any attention if this man were somehow attuned to them.

      When he disappeared around the corner, Carth decided to jump to the next rooftop. She could have crawled along the street, but up here it was easier to remain concealed and not be so dependent upon the shadows. When she jumped, she hoped that she wasn’t too visible and that anyone who might be on the street below wouldn’t be looking up at the same time. She’d wrapped the shadows around her, attempting to make herself as difficult to see as possible, but didn’t know whether it was effective.

      She caught sight of the man still moving in the distance. He was headed toward the outer row of buildings that lined the ridge overlooking the sea. From here, she could watch him easily. When he started along the slope leading down toward the water, Carth could follow that as well.

      As he disappeared from view, she jumped down and hurried toward the street in the distance. From that vantage, she could just make him out, and he disappeared down the road as it led down to the docks. It was a strange time to be departing, a time when no one was out in the night, only this man. What was he after? Was there something the Collector didn’t want observed? If that were the case, this would be the way to do it. Even the constables seemed to be holed up for the night, as if they didn’t care for the darkness.

      From here, she could see him heading farther down the shore, and then toward a ship.

      She glanced into the deeper part of the harbor, where the Goth Spald was anchored, but he wouldn’t head that way. His path wouldn’t take him to it. Wherever he was heading was nearby, close enough that he could get to it.

      It was a small ship. The boat was not large enough to make a deep-water crossing but was large enough to navigate along the coast. Carth found that interesting.

      The ship backed out under several sets of oars and quickly sliced through the water, heading north.

      Carth watched, curiosity making her wonder whether there was anything that he might be heading toward that would give her some answers. She thought of the smugglers along the river, but a ship like that wouldn’t be swift enough to reach them. Not easily.

      She wanted to follow.

      No, she thought that she needed to follow.

      Carth glanced back into the city, knowing that anything she did now, any way that she might track this man, would leave Jenna stranded. She didn’t want to leave her there for too long, but could this task only take a little while? Could she find some answers and use Jenna’s captivity for some benefit?

      There wasn’t anything that she could do now, anyway. Without knowing exactly what the constable might try to do, she wasn’t willing to break Jenna out of the stockade. Her friend was suffering, but hopefully not so much that Carth couldn’t bring her back again.

      She pulled on the power of the shadows, drawing them into her to strengthen her, and jumped.

      The jump took her all the way to the shoreline. She landed with a soft thud and hurried along the dock, making her way toward her ship. She would need to be quick if she intended to figure out where this man was going, and moving quickly meant that she would have to rouse the others on board the Goth Spald.

      Following a small boat such as the one this man had taken would be difficult in hers. She would draw attention. There was no way that she wouldn’t be seen sailing after him.

      What she needed was something smaller and less obvious.

      That meant she might have to take something, and she wasn’t opposed to it, but she feared that she would draw even more attention from the constables.

      If she didn’t, then the Collector would be able to get his man away, and she wouldn’t be able to determine what he might be after.

      No. She needed to figure this out. She wasn’t opposed to borrowing another boat. She would return it.

      What she needed was something easy enough to handle on her own, but sleek enough that it would move with some speed. She could augment the boat’s speed using the shadows, so she didn’t worry that it needed to be the swiftest of boats.

      She found it nearest the shoreline. It was a transport boat, with a sharp keel and a narrow profile that she could make good time with. Carth looked around, pulling the shadows around her as she approached it, and quickly untied. She pushed off with the oars, sweeping them through the water, and sent a surge of shadows behind her to press her more quickly. Soon she was moving rapidly through the water, trailing along the coastline as she followed the other boat.

      She was somewhat concerned that she might have lost sight of it, but in the distance, she caught up to it and continued sweeping toward it. Carth rolled the shadows around her in a fog, thickening them so that she would draw even less attention, but made certain to position herself closer to the shoreline. That way, she could move even more quietly and be less likely to be seen.

      The boat steered toward a section of rock along the shoreline.

      Carth withdrew her connection to the shadows, slowing her boat. She drifted, moving more cautiously now. The other ship navigated around a rocky prominence and disappeared.

      Had Carth seen that same prominence when they had sailed?

      She didn’t think that she had, but they hadn’t spent much time looking here. She had gone looking for the smugglers’ village, less concerned about searching for interesting rock formations. Perhaps that had been a mistake. Maybe there was another location here that the Collector used.

      Carth kept the oars out of the water. Using them would only make noise, even if nothing more than a splash.

      She drifted slowly. The ship reached the rocky prominence, and Carth hesitated, now using a combination of both the shadows and the flame to veer around the rock.

      Her heart fluttered. She was only somewhat nervous that she might be caught, but mostly because the last time she had encountered the Collector’s men, she had not had the advantage of her magic. If nothing else, she knew about it now and was prepared for an absence in that ability.

      Besides, her intent here was not to fight. Her intent was to gather information. She would observe, see what the Collector might be after, and then she could return better prepared for whatever else she might need to do.

      She noticed a blackened cavern cut into the rock, blocking access.

      The ship was nowhere to be seen.

      Yet she knew where the ship had gone. It had disappeared into this cavern.

      Carth didn’t think she could bring her boat in here. If she did, it would be difficult to escape if she needed to do so.

      She brought the boat around the rocky prominence again and found an area where she could loop it around a section of rock, enough that she could keep it tied in place.

      She crawled along the rock, making her way toward the cave opening. She moved slowly, keeping the shadows wrapped around her as little more than a buffer. If these were the Collector’s men—and she suspected that they were—there might not be much she could do other than to hope that the darkness around her would conceal her passing. A small ledge of rock allowed her to make her way deeper into the cave, but it wasn’t much, and a single misstep would lead her to tumble into the water. Even now, the sound of her breathing seemed to echo off the rocks and she struggled to control it, trying to quiet any sound that she made, uncertain whether she was effective. How much control over the darkness did the Collector’s men have? They had already proven that they could see through the darkness, but could they hear when she used the shadows to mute her passing?

      She pulled on the shadows enough to look into the distance. Drawing them this way strengthened her, but it also made everything lighter, enough that she could see more clearly even through the darkness. She saw nothing. There was no sign of the ship, no sign of any movement. If they were here, there must be some other place that they had gone.

      Carth saw no evidence of it.

      She continued forward. As she went, she allowed herself to move more freely, less concerned about making too much noise. There didn’t seem to be anyone else in the cavern. Maybe it veered off the farther she went.

      A more troubling possibility would be that the Collector and his men had some other way of concealing their passing. Could he have hidden his ship in some way? If so, perhaps the Collector was more dangerous than Carth had realized.

      No. It didn’t seem likely. If he had been able to do so, wouldn’t he have done it out on the sea? Why do it now, waiting until only Carth followed? They had already proven that they weren’t afraid of her and that they could effectively counter her, so it didn’t seem as if they would be that concerned with her connection to the shadows.

      That meant there was some other place here in which they had hidden.

      Carth continued to make her way along the rock, beginning to lose track of time as she went. Eventually, her friends on the ship would begin to worry about her disappearance. Yet, now that she was here, she felt an even greater desire to figure out what was going on and whether the Collector and his men were hiding from her or hiding from the smugglers.

      Maybe she would find those she had rescued from the Collector.

      After what seemed an impossibly long time, she noticed the shape of the cavern began to change. Carth crept along the rock, keeping her head low as she went, keeping her back pressed against the rock, not wanting to reveal herself before she needed to. She eventually saw movement and she stopped.

      Ships.

      There were several of them. All were large, and they reminded her of the ship that had attacked hers, armed with ballistas and prepared to attack if it were necessary.

      This was a fleet.

      The Collector had an entire fleet at his disposal?

      That was worse than what she could have imagined. She hadn’t expected the Collector to have so many ships available to him, and the fact that he did put her at a disadvantage. How could she control his attacks if he had so many weapons at his disposal?

      She continued to crawl forward, moving slowly now. As she did, she saw men working on board one of them. The others were empty, but Carth doubted they would remain so for long. It would be easy enough for them to navigate out of here, and this was a perfect place to remain hidden. It would be difficult to detect and yet was incredibly well protected.

      It was hard to believe that the Collector managed to keep his presence hidden from the constables. These people would have known the waters around their shores, and they would have known that such a place existed. Knowing that, how could they not have come looking for where the Collector hid?

      Unless the Collector had paid off the constables.

      Considering how much the constables seemed to value their lawfulness, Carth had a hard time believing that they would have allowed such a thing. Then again, she had seen many men over the years who’d succumbed to the promise of coin and profit.

      She tried moving closer, but there wasn’t much of a ledge left for her to walk along. If she went any farther, she would have to swim.

      Carth considered doing that and had begun lowering herself into the water when she heard the gentle swishing of movement behind her. Another ship.

      She turned and searched for a way to conceal herself. The oncoming ship approached quickly and seemed to know exactly where it was going despite the darkness.

      Even if Carth were sailing through here, even with her connection to the shadows, she doubted that she would have been quite so confident navigating into this chamber.

      She was missing something. But what?

      Carth pressed her back against the wall, keeping herself as concealed as she could. As the ship passed, little more than a shadow moving in front of her, she counted the men on board. There had to be a half dozen, and thankfully none of them looked in her direction.

      The ship pulled to a stop in front of the others, seemingly easily able to tell exactly where it was going. That impressed her almost as much as the fact that it had come in through the cave with confidence. Carth started to move forward, lowering herself into the water, when she heard someone shout on one of the ships.

      They had seen her.

      She dropped into the water, trying to mute the sound of her passing, trying to keep from splashing too loudly but uncertain whether she succeeded.

      She wouldn’t wait here, not with this many ships and not with the fact that they had already managed to overpower her. No. She could return with help. Now that she knew this place existed, she could come back.

      She started swimming, keeping her head underwater, pushing with the shadows as she went. There seemed to be a faint edge of resistance and she had to surge against it, trying to ignore the pressure that fought against her and managing to succeed. When the cavern changed directions, she popped her head above the water long enough to take a deep breath and peer back the way she had come. She saw several small boats in the water, all searching.

      She had been seen. This despite the fact that it was as dark as it was.

      That, more than anything, troubled her. She shouldn’t have been seen—not so easily.

      Even when she planned to return, would it be safe to do so? Would they recognize that she had been there once already?

      She swam along the cavern, not bothering to try to climb back out. She could move faster in the water than she could along the ledge and didn’t want to risk any of the men in the dinghies reaching her before she could get back into her boat. The water was cold, but she could use her connection to the flame to keep herself warm were it necessary.

      When she finally reached the mouth of the cavern, she let out a relieved sigh.

      She found the rocky prominence and crawled around it.

      The dinghy was gone.
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      Carth flopped onto the deck of the Goth Spald, breathing deeply as she did. She was exhausted from her swim and wanted nothing more than to rest. Dawn was beginning to creep above the horizon, enough that she realized that she had spent most of the night trying to understand the Collector and his men.

      Alayna appeared on the deck and glanced over at her.

      “What is it?” Her brow furrowed and her green eyes glittered with the morning sunlight.

      “I found the Collector’s ships,” Carth said.

      “You found ships?”

      Carth nodded and pulled herself up, taking a place near the mast, which she leaned against, breathing out heavily. “I was watching the Collector’s compound last night and I saw a man coming out of it.”

      “And you followed him. Alone.”

      “I did.”

      “You didn’t consider seeing if any of us would come with you?”

      “I thought about it, but you needed to stay with the ship.”

      “You thought about it and decided not to involve the rest of us.”

      Carth sent a surge of heat through her clothing, forcing the moisture out of them. Despite that, she shivered and fought the urge to lie down and sleep. Jenna still needed her.

      “I didn’t want to risk the rest of you ending up like Jenna.”

      Alayna watched her, as if trying to decide whether she believed the explanation or not. Carth hoped that she did, as she didn’t need to anger Alayna. She needed her friend to remain on her side through all of this. “She’s still up there. We’re no closer to getting her out through lawful means,” Alayna said.

      “No. And if it comes down to it, we may have to break her out through unlawful means. But I fear the moment we do that is the moment that we have a third challenger. Already it’s enough with the Collector and the smugglers, trying to figure out what they’re all after. The moment we add something else—”

      “It’s about more than that,” Alayna said.

      “It is,” Carth said.

      “What?”

      Carth breathed out a sigh. “I’m not convinced that they’re wrong,” she said.

      “You’re not convinced that they jailed Jenna wrongly? I don’t know how you could say that. This is your friend. How could you say that you’re not sure that they’ve her captured wrongly?”

      “Did she get into a brawl in the tavern?”

      Alayna shrugged. “Most likely.”

      “And if she did, then who is responsible?”

      “You know that would be Jenna.”

      “Right. When we’ve gone places before, we’ve always intended to make things better. If we destroy the constabulary and the connections that they’ve kept up, we might end up making things worse and not better. That isn’t something that I’ve ever wanted to do.”

      Alayna nodded. “At what point will you decide that she can’t remain there any longer?”

      “She’s suffering. I know that. We have to somehow help ease her, and if we can, then maybe we can give her some peace to buy us some time to get her back out.”

      “And what if the constables are working with the Collector?” Alayna asked.

      Carth patted her friend on the shoulder. “You’re beginning to think too much like me.”

      “I thought that’s what you wanted of us.”

      “It is what I wanted. Don’t get me wrong; I’m pleased. I wasn’t sure that you would ever get to that point,” she said with a smile.

      Alayna crossed her arms over her chest. “You better be careful, because the next time you end up floating in the middle of the ocean, we might not come for you.”

      “You’ll always come for me,” Carth said.

      Alayna sighed. “Probably. What are you going to do now?”

      “I need to understand the constables better.”

      “By that, you mean that you need to know whether you should work with them or against them.”

      “I think you’re getting to know me far too well,” Carth said.

      “Do you need company for this?”

      Carth looked around the ship. It was secured in port and she suspected Boiyn would be on board and could keep it secured. Beyond that, it would give her a chance to spend some time with Alayna, something they had not had an opportunity to do as often of late.

      “I think I would like it,” Carth said.

      Alayna smiled. “Do you need to rest first?”

      Carth pulled on her connection to the shadows. With the sun rising in the distance, scattering the shadows around her ship, there weren’t nearly as many as there had been, but there were still enough for her to draw strength from. She could draw upon her connection to the S’al as well, but that strength was a little less reliable. It was harder to maintain.

      “I can rest later. I think… I think we should have Linsay come with us and see if she sees anything that might make any sense.”

      Alayna nodded. “I’ll get her, but Carth? You shouldn’t push yourself so hard that you’re exhausted. If Jenna needs you—”

      “if Jenna needs me, I will do everything in my power to get her free. You know that I will.”

      “I know that you will, just as I know that you would be better equipped to do so with a little rest.”

      “Jenna doesn’t get to rest.”

      “Fair enough.”

      After Alayna went below deck and found Linsay, they made their way along the dock. Men were coming down from the city above and getting into fishing vessels, pushing off for the day, heading out into the water with nets and massive poles, all of them with the grizzled appearance of men who were accustomed to spending long stretches on the water. A few merchants had come down from the city and were readying their ships, though those were less common. For that matter, Carth realized that she hadn’t seen all that many merchants in her time here. Had the Collector managed to take such control over the merchant fleet that no others had an opportunity to take part?

      “What is it?” Alayna asked.

      “How many merchants have you seen coming through here?” she asked.

      “I haven’t been keeping track.”

      “There aren’t many. Usually in a port like this, there would be dozens.”

      “Dozens upon dozens,” Alayna said.

      “Maybe Keyall is too difficult for merchants to easily reach,” Linsay suggested.

      “We only struggled reaching it because of the attacks. Sailing her wasn’t any more difficult than reaching anywhere else,” Alayna said.

      Carth frowned, studying the docks. Especially in a place like this, she decided. Keyall was one of the most southerly points along the continent, and there should be significant trade taking place here. More than that, there should be ships heading into the distant west, to places beyond her maps. There were outer islands that could be reached from Keyall that couldn’t be reached from other places, and trade there would be incredibly valuable, as would the return trade. It surprised her that she had seen no sign of those ships.

      What was this, then? The fishermen were likely locals and would provide supplies for the city and the market that she had observed when wandering, but where were the other ships? Where was the other activity that she was accustomed to seeing in cities just like Keyall?

      These were more questions to ask the constable, if she could find him.

      They made their way up along the road leading into the city, heading steadily, watching the shopkeepers as they went. Many of the shops were already beginning to ramp up for the day, with some shopkeepers opening doors. They passed a few bakeries with the aromatic smells of fresh breads rising.

      Alayna glanced over, shaking her head. “I’ve got some coins. You don’t have to go hungry.”

      “Maybe it wouldn’t be all that bad if we grabbed something to eat.” She glanced to Linsay, who shrugged.

      “I think Jenna would understand,” Alayna said.

      Carth hoped that she would. She hoped that Jenna was given the opportunity to eat and that the constables would treat her with some semblance of respect. She’d been around other places where the jailers were cruel and refused to feed or provide water for their prisoners. The constable hadn’t struck her as cruel, but rigid in his beliefs. It was a strange combination, which made it all the more difficult to understand how he was willing to treat Jenna the way that he had.

      They stopped in a bakery on the road and bought some bread. They chewed it quietly as they made their way up into the city. Daylight made the city different. There was some activity in the streets, but it was all at a determined pace. People moved quickly from place to place. There were no merchants pushing carts, not as she would’ve expected. Occasionally, she would pass constables on their patrol, and she and the other two made a point of pausing when they did, moving to the side of the street so that she could observe them and see how they might interact with the people. She saw nothing that would be unusual. The people didn’t seem to mind the constables’ presence.

      “None of this makes much sense,” Carth said.

      “What is it that you’re looking for?” Alayna asked.

      “This. This city. There is something almost somber to it.”

      “There wasn’t anything somber the night before,” Alayna said.

      “But that was because of Jenna. There was gaming, but…”

      Alayna crossed her arms as she looked around. “It’s the city. It’s scared.”

      As Carth studied the city around her, she realized that Alayna had put a finger on what had troubled Carth the most: there was almost a scared sensation permeating everything. The people moved around as if afraid that something awful might happen. Unless something awful had already happened and they were afraid that something more might take place.

      Was this the effect of the Collector?

      “Maybe we should return to the ship. There are enhancements I can work with Boiyn on…” Linsay suggested.

      Carth shook her head. “We need to find the constable.”

      “To see what it’ll take to get Jenna free?”

      “He claims that she will be freed when she can calm down and answer for what she did.” Carth wasn’t certain whether that was true or not but believed that he had been telling her the truth and that he might release Jenna when she did finally settle down.

      “Why, then?”

      “Just a feeling.” They headed toward the central plaza, where they had found Jenna the night before. As they did, Carth kept her eyes open, looking around her carefully, curious what other activity might be taking place. What might the constables be doing? She found no evidence for anything other than the occasional patrol.

      “Where were they when Talia was breaking into the shop?” Carth asked, mostly to herself.

      “If Keyall is anything like any other city, the constables can’t be everywhere,” Linsay said.

      “But would that have raised any alarms this morning?” Carth asked.

      Alayna shrugged.

      Carth changed the direction that they had been heading and now veered toward the shop where she had first encountered Talia. When they reached it, she saw the door open and some activity inside. She remained on the street, listening. She wasn’t surprised to learn that there were constables inside and that they were taking information from someone—likely the storeowner—about something that had taken place the night before.

      Carth glanced over at the other two. “What do you think about a visit?”

      “This was the shop?”

      Carth nodded. “This was it. I don’t know what she was after, but whatever it was, the Collector wanted it.”

      “You didn’t get a sense for what else the shop sold?” Linsay asked.

      “Not so much. I was busier trying to avoid the knives coming at me.”

      Alayna smiled. “I think I would’ve enjoyed watching that.”

      “None of them hit me,” Carth said.

      “Even still. The fact that someone was throwing knives at you is a little entertaining.”

      She snorted. “Thanks.”

      Carth headed into the building. When she got inside, she quickly surveyed the shop, noting the rows of shelves and the strange artifacts that were inside. The shop owner—at least, the person Carth presumed was a shop owner—glanced over. She was an older woman wearing thin spectacles, her gray hair tied back with a black sash of lace. She wore a drab-colored dress that hung nearly to the floor. Her eyes were sunken and her cheeks were sallow, but she moved her hands in an animated way when she spoke to the two constables.

      One of the constables was a younger man, with broad shoulders and dark skin and hair that reminded Carth of the man she had followed during the night. Carth stared at him, wondering if perhaps it might be the same man before deciding that was unlikely. She hadn’t passed by any ships traveling out of the cavern while making her way back to Keyall. Then again, Carth had swum quickly, using her connection to the shadows to propel her through the water. It was possible that with her focus on swimming, she hadn’t paid any attention to boats that might be passing by. That was just as well. Had any boats come past her, she would’ve had to sink below the surface and swim so that she wasn’t seen by anyone else.

      “Are you certain there was a break-in?” the other constable was asking. He was slightly older. He had an average build but the same dark complexion and dark hair that the first man had. Both of the constables reminded her of the men who had attacked her on the sea when she had thought them working for the Collector.

      “Certain? The talisman is missing.”

      “And what is this talisman?” the older constable asked.

      “It is made entirely of gold. There is some value to it, but only for the right person.”

      “I think anything made of gold has value to most people.”

      “No. This talisman is not quite like that. It is valuable, but the gold is not so valuable. It would be difficult for most to do anything with it. The gold has been hardened through some process lost long ago. It’s not as if someone would be able to melt it down and use the gold,” the shop owner said.

      “Is there anything else that someone would want the talisman for?” the constable asked.

      “The talisman has more historical value than anything else. It would take someone interested in artifacts to be interested in it.”

      The shop owner glanced over, noticing that Carth was watching. “I can be with you in a moment. As soon as I finish giving these gentlemen my report, you and I can talk.”

      Carth smiled and nodded, turning to Alayna and raising her brow. “When she’s finished with them, we can talk,” she whispered.

      “Yes. I heard.”

      The constables glanced over at them, and the older of the two frowned as he saw Carth. “Are you someone who has an interest in artifacts?” the constable asked Carth.

      “Perhaps,” Carth said. She glanced at Linsay. She was the archaist, so she would be the one to recognize the significance of items in this shop. So far, Linsay remained silent, though she stared at the wall where the knives had barely missed Carth.

      The younger constable looked over at her, studying her with a new interest. “Where were you last evening?”

      Carth flicked her gaze past him, looking in the same direction as Linsay and noting the knives that had been thrown at her the night before sticking into the wall, then met his gaze. “I was at one of the taverns near the coast.”

      “Were you?”

      “For the most part.”

      The man glanced at the older constable, who whispered something. The younger man jerked around to look at her. “You’re with her.”

      “With Jenna? The woman you now have chained in your plaza? I suppose I would say that I am with her.”

      “And you just happened to come here this morning?” the constable asked.

      “I just happened to hear activity on the street this morning. There aren’t many places where there is any activity, so I was curious and came this way.”

      The constable studied her for a while, frowning, and then turned away. “We will see what we might be able to find. If you find anything that might explain what happened here—”

      “Like the knives sticking out of the wall behind you?” Carth asked.

      The constable looked behind him and his eyes narrowed as his gaze fell on the knives. He approached them slowly and ran his finger along the surface of a knife before pulling it from the wall. He rested it in his palm and glanced over to Carth. “How is it that you saw this from there?”

      “I have good eyesight.”

      “Hmm.”

      “There’s another one,” Carth said, motioning to the other knife that was sticking out of the wall. It surprised her somewhat that Talia hadn’t reclaimed her knives. Would she be well-known enough that someone would recognize them? Or would the knives be unique enough that anyone would realize they were hers? It said something about Talia, regardless of the answer.

      “Those weren’t here yesterday,” the shop owner said.

      “Undoubtedly,” the constable said. “It seems your thief wasn’t alone.” He looked around the shop before his gaze settled on Carth again. He was more astute than she realized. “Was anything else taken from your shop?”

      The shop owner shook her head. “Only the talisman. As I said, it’s—”

      “Yes. It’s only valuable to particular people. You have made that quite clear.” He made a steady survey of the shop, working his way around it until he finally stopped, standing next to Carth. He took a deep breath, leaning close to her. “You should depart from Keyall,” he whispered.

      Carth glanced over with a smile. “Is that right?”

      “That is right. Do the rest of us a favor and disappear before more people are harmed.”

      “I wasn’t aware that anyone was harmed because of me.”

      The constable eyed her for a long moment before he shook his head. “We will report back if we learn anything,” he said to the shop owner. “And we would appreciate it if you reported to us if you discovered anything.”

      The woman nodded quickly. “Of course. All I want is the talisman returned.”

      “I thought you said it was only valuable to a certain person,” Carth said.

      “Yes, and there is one such person who has recently inquired about it. I was hopeful that they would make a purchase so that it could be part of a larger collection.”

      “Who in Keyall would be interested in it?” Carth asked.

      “Only one of the tribunal. And they—”

      The constable stepped forward and whispered something into the shop owner’s ear. Her eyes widened and she looked at Carth with sudden distrust. Carth suppressed an annoyed groan. The constable had soured the shop owner on her with little more than a few words. What had he said? What would have upset her so quickly?

      After the constable left, with a lingering gaze that held on to Carth far longer than it needed to, the shop owner began to busy herself by making her way around the store. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything that might interest you.”

      “Nothing?” Carth asked. She paused in front of a bookshelf holding rows of powders. They reminded her of an herbalist shop, but the markings on the sides appeared to reflect more exotic sources of the powders. “What is this talisman that you’re missing?”

      “I’ve told the constable all that I need to about the talisman. I’m afraid that now that it’s missing, I can’t provide you with any more information than that.”

      Carth glanced over at Alayna, but her friend only shrugged. Linsay paused at one of the shelves, studying it for a moment. “Regardless, I’m sorry for your loss. I hope you do manage to find out who was responsible for taking it.”

      The woman glared at her. “The constable tells me that you are more than aware of who is responsible for taking it.”

      “And who is that?” Carth attempted to sound as innocent as possible.

      “The same person who’s responsible for trade failing in Keyall. Same person who’s responsible for my shop struggling. The Collector, that’s who.”

      “I’m not with the Collector, but if the constable returns, you can make certain he knows it’s my intent to better understand him.”

      Carth met the woman’s gaze for a long moment before turning away. She guided Alayna out and when they were back on the street, Alayna stared into the shop, as if trying to figure out what had just taken place.

      “Well, you didn’t make any friends,” she said.

      Carth grunted out a quick laugh. “Imagine what she would have said had I told her that I was here last night. Imagine what she would have said had I told her I tried to prevent the talisman from being taken.”

      “What do you think the Collector wanted with it?” Alayna asked Linsay.

      “I can’t tell. There were valuables there, but nothing that would be of much historical importance. Most were religious artifacts, which makes me wonder if the talisman that she’s missing is similar.” She turned her attention back to the shop. “If you want, I can look around the city and see what else I might be able to find out?”

      Carth sighed. “Perhaps, but maybe it’s time we start asking different kind of questions than we have been.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as how many of the people in the village know about the Collector? How many have suffered because of him? And why hasn’t the constabulary done anything to stop his influence?”

      Alayna looked over at the shop, her eyes taking on a distant expression. Did she See something when she looked? Oftentimes when she had something that she Saw, she kept to herself. Most of what she Saw was not necessarily useful, though it did provide a certain level of guidance. Yet, that wasn’t the face that Alayna made. This was a troubled expression, and one that Carth wasn’t entirely certain the reason for.

      “From your comment, I take it that you intend to go find out,” she said.

      “We were already heading there before.”

      “But that’s not what you intend to do this time,” Alayna said, looking down the street. In the distance, the forms of the two constables who had been in the shop were growing ever more distant.

      Carth smiled to herself. Alayna really was growing more skilled with her observation. “No. That’s not exactly what I intend to do this time.”

      “I’ll find you both later,” Linsay said. “I’m going to see what I can discover. There’s an ancient temple here that I still need to inspect, along with a few other—”

      Carth waved her away. It was typical for Linsay to disappear in various cities as she searched for artifacts, so this wasn’t all that unusual, only she felt uncomfortable with any of her crew leaving right now, especially until she knew what the Collector might be after.

      Alayna elbowed her, pulling Carth’s attention back to her. “I thought you didn’t want to get banished from the city.”

      “What makes you think that I will?”

      “I’ve seen that look on your face before.”

      Carth smiled tightly. “Maybe you have. That doesn’t make what we need to do any less necessary.”
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      They caught up to the constables before they turned the corner. They were marching steadily along the street, not saying anything to each other, seemingly unmindful of the fact that Carth and Alayna followed.

      Except… maybe they weren’t unmindful of that fact.

      She considered the possibility that the men were aware of her and Alayna, and the possibility that they wanted her to follow. She tapped Alayna on the arm, signaling to her, and her friend looked over with a tight frown.

      “What is it?” Alayna mouthed.

      “I think they know that we’re following them,” Carth answered.

      “Then maybe we don’t follow,” Alayna said.

      “Maybe,” Carth answered.

      “And by that, you mean that we will.”

      Carth glanced over, grinning. “You know me well.”

      The constables made their way through the city. Every so often, they would pause and speak with people on the street, and even less commonly, they would disappear into a storefront and visit with the shop owner for a while. Each time they came out, they continued on with their patrol. They made their way gradually toward the shore. Was that only coincidence? Or was there something more to it?

      Carth had motioned to Alayna to follow more closely when the sound of someone clearing their throat behind her caused her to turn.

      Carth spun and noticed the constable who held Jenna imprisoned. He had dark eyes that seemed to swallow the sunlight. “Why are you following my men?”

      “What makes you think that I am following your men?” Carth asked.

      “Because I’ve been following you.”

      If he had, and if she hadn’t noticed, that was troubling. She shouldn’t have been able to be trailed quite so easily. She had enough experience evading people who might follow her, experience that should be enough to ensure that no one was able to trail after her, but somehow the constable had managed to do so.

      “And what have you seen while you’ve followed me?”

      “I’ve seen you trailing my men. I understand that you were in the shop that was broken into last night.”

      “We happened to be in that part of the city.”

      “You just happened to be?”

      Carth smiled. “I just happened to be.”

      “If I find out that you had something to do with the break-in—”

      “You’ll what?” Carth asked. “Will you throw me in the stockade as you have my friend? Do you think that you can hold me?”

      The constable met her gaze. “You have come to the port of Keyall. If your intent is to challenge me, and to challenge the authority of the constabulary, then know that you will not succeed.”

      Carth met his eyes for a long moment, searching for something that might give her a clue about what he might be thinking. What she wanted was the possibility of answers. What did he know about the Collector? What might he know that could help her find out what was taking place here? What might he know about this missing talisman and how it played into what the Collector wanted? Unfortunately, there were no answers.

      “What happened here?”

      “Here? By here, I presume you mean Keyall, which then begs the question as to whether you are asking about what happened with your friend, or about what happened with the break-in last night.”

      The way that he said it made it seem as if he knew more about what Carth had observed. Could he know about her involvement? She didn’t think so, but maybe he did.

      “By here, I mean Keyall, and I mean the lack of trade.” Carth looked toward the water. Even now, there was no movement out on the sea. There should be ships moving, something that would signal trade, but there was nothing. At least now she understood that the lack of trade in the parts of the world where she had influence was likely related to what was taking place here, though anything more than that remained a mystery.

      “We don’t have a lack of trade. We have lack of traders.”

      “And they are related,” Carth said.

      “I would imagine you know all about that.”

      Carth laughed. “You would be mistaken. That’s the reason I have come here.”

      “You’ve come here to restrict trade in Keyall. Is that an admission?”

      “That’s an admission of the fact that I’ve come here looking for answers as to why my people have faced a similar loss in trade.”

      The constable studied her, tipping his head to the side as he considered her for a long moment. “If only that could be believed.”

      “You will have to believe whatever you want to believe. I’m not looking for your approval or your permission.”

      “If you’re to remain in Keyall, you will follow our laws.”

      “Yes. Your laws. I think you’ve made it quite clear that your laws must be abided by.”

      “You think that we are too restrictive.”

      “I think that the way you enforce your laws is harsh. There are other ways to ensure that laws are followed, if that’s what you’re after.”

      “Tell me, Carthenne Rel, how long have you been in Keyall?”

      “I imagine you know exactly how long I’ve been here.”

      “Indeed. Let me tell you what I know about Keyall. There was a time not too long ago when this was a place of much trade. This was a place where merchants moved in and out, but there was a general sense of lawlessness. Merchants attempted to overrule the local customs, thinking they could purchase the right to do whatever they wanted.” He stared at her, and it was clear from his expression that he thought she felt the same way. “They did not respect the traditions and customs of Keyall, and my people suffered. The tribunal agreed that the constabulary would take a greater role, and since we have, there has been much less difficulty with such people.”

      “I have no interest in offending the customs of Keyall.”

      “From what I’ve heard of Carthenne Rel, that isn’t necessarily the truth. You are widely known to establish your own sense of morality wherever you go.”

      “Only when my sense of morality ensures that others don’t suffer.”

      “How certain are you that, in doing so, you don’t ensure that others suffer because you have influenced them in ways that they may not want to be influenced?”

      Carth realized that she might actually get along with the constable under different circumstances. He was rigid in his thinking, but she sensed that he might be a good person. “Help me understand what has taken place here. If you don’t want my influence, at least help me understand where my people have gone and what has happened to them. That’s the only reason that I’m here. When I discover that answer, I’m happy to depart Keyall.”

      “I’m afraid that we don’t need your assistance.”

      He met Carth’s gaze. This was a stubborn man, in addition to being rigid. Stubbornness could be helpful under certain circumstances, but under the wrong ones, stubbornness could create unnecessary challenges.

      In this case, his stubbornness created unnecessary challenges.

      “Release my friend and I’ll leave.”

      “I’m afraid that I cannot release your friend. Not until she has completed her penance for instigating the fight.”

      “You have observed her.”

      He narrowed his eyes and nodded.

      “If you have observed her, then you’ve seen that she is not handling her confinement well. Release her, let me take her into my custody, and we will depart Keyall.”

      “If I release her, how will she ever come to understand that she should not instigate a brawl in foreign lands?”

      “Your penance will do nothing to teach her that lesson. All that it does is force her to revert back to someone she used to be, the person that she has struggled so hard to move away from. All you have done is shown her violence. That is all she’s ever known, and I have tried to show her an alternative.”

      “It seems as if your attempts to show her something else have also failed,” he said.

      Carth wasn’t interested in getting into a debate with him again. All she wanted was to get Jenna, get back out onto the sea, and figure out how they would discover more about this Collector in the meantime. They could coordinate from a distance if it were necessary. She no longer wanted to be in Keyall.

      “I will observe the customs of your city, but only to a point. If my friend begins to suffer, trust me when I tell you that I will ensure that she is freed. Trust me when I tell you that you will not harm her. If you do, I will do everything in my considerable power and ability to see that she is freed.”

      “If you continue making threats like that, you will find that you will be in a similar predicament as your friend,” the constable said.

      “Be careful,” Alayna cautioned the man. “I know you don’t fully know who you’re talking to, but this is not someone you should take too lightly. This is not someone who will abide your idle threats.”

      “Idle? There is nothing idle about my promises to your friend. She is in Keyall and she will follow the law of Keyall while she’s here. And if she thinks that we are ill-equipped to withstand her magics, then she will find that there is a reason Keyall has remained independent for as long as we have.”

      “Oh, I’ve already begun to understand,” Carth said. “Just as I’ve begun to understand why your trade routes have begun to fail.”

      He glared at her for a moment.

      “How many in the city work for him?” Carth asked.

      “Work for who?” the constable asked.

      “Alistan Rhain.”

      “You would do well not to think to challenge him,” the constable said. “He has the support of many in the city, and he sits on the tribunal.”

      Carth blinked. That was news that she hadn’t expected. The Collector was a part of the tribunal? If that was the case, then she understood why the Collector was allowed as much autonomy within the city as he enjoyed. She understood how the Collector was able to remain in power. When she had been attacked out on the sea, she had thought the Collector was something akin to the pirates they had faced in other places, but if this person was more connected than that, if he was so powerful that he was a part of the ruling council, then there might not be anything that Carth could do to counter him.

      But she couldn’t help but think that she needed to do something.

      She thought she knew where to start. It was the same place she had started from the beginning, and the same place that she had seen resist the Collector already. She didn’t necessarily agree with how they had done it or the violence that they had shown, but if they opposed the Collector, if they created a barrier to others within the city from his rule, then maybe that was the side she needed to be helping.

      “I think I understand,” she said.

      The constable stared at her. “Good. I wouldn’t want there to be any misunderstandings about your role in the city and what is expected of you.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything expected of me. Which is just the way that I prefer it.”

      The constable studied her another moment, and she stared at him until he finally looked away. At least she still had the ability to intimidate him. He might not be concerned about her magic and the way that she could use it, but it wasn’t as though she was powerless.

      “When your friend understands the purpose of her penance, you should leave Keyall,” he said.

      “Perhaps.”

      He looked back up at her and watched her for a few moments before starting off down the street, leaving Carth looking after him.

      “Is it your intention that we leave the city?” Alayna asked.

      Carth continued to watch the constable as he made his way down the street. “We had come here thinking that we might find information about the Collector. If he’s on the tribunal, then he’s more dangerous than we realized.”

      “Don’t tell me you intend now to topple the tribunal in Keyall.”

      “That hadn’t been my intention when we came here. But I’m wondering if that might not be necessary.”

      “Carth, you said that your abilities aren’t nearly as effective here as they should be. If you try to take on the tribunal and you don’t have enough strength to do so, what happens if you’re attacked and we can’t do anything to help you?”

      Carth watched as the constable disappeared. He had so much as admitted that he served the Collector. So much for his rigid morality and sense of right and wrong. He was no different than others. He was content taking coins from those who had it, more interested in money than in doing what was right and necessary. And he was tormenting Jenna as a part of it.

      “You are more skilled than you give yourself credit for,” Carth said. “And if it comes to it, this is a fight that I think you can help with.”

      “What if it’s not a fight I want to be a part of?”

      Carth clenched her jaw. “Then you might be even smarter than me.”
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      “I thought you wanted to follow the proper channels,” Alayna whispered.

      They waited near the outer wall of the plaza. As long as Carth had watched—and it had been nearly an hour now—Jenna had barely moved. She remained awake and staring into the night, but hadn’t made a sound.

      “That was a mistake.”

      Alayna shot her a questioning look. “You don’t make mistakes.”

      “Everyone makes mistakes.” She was counting on that fact, especially when it came to other things in the city, but first she would get her friend. “Have you seen any guard movement?”

      Alayna breathed heavily, though the sound remained muted in the quiet of the night, restrained by Carth’s connection to the shadows. “There aren’t many times I wish for Sight, but nights like this would be one of them.”

      “Sight?”

      Alayna nodded. “You know that my people are gifted by the Great Watcher with abilities.”

      “Such as your ability to See.”

      Alayna shrugged. “Mine is useful, but perhaps not quite as impressive as some.”

      Carth wrapped the shadows around them to conceal their conversation as they watched Jenna. She needed to be certain that what they decided to do was the right decision and that she didn’t harm too many unnecessarily. She might need the constables at some point, though she had begun to wonder how much influence the Collector had over them.

      “You’ve said that before. I think you’re talented.” Her ability had helped keep her safe during countless battles that they had faced together.

      “There are those with the ability to See much farther into the future, though they rarely use it in quite the same way as I do.”

      “And Sight?”

      “It’s considered a common ability. Many people are born with Sight. Most of my people have some element of it, so that makes it less unique. My ability is considered rare enough outside of the Elvraeth—the city rulers—that I should have been valued.”

      There was something to the way that she said it that made Carth realize that whatever Alayna had been through still stung. “Would you return if you could?”

      Alayna tensed before shaking her head. “After what I’ve seen, I don’t think I could return. When I was in the city, I thought that was the entire world. Few leave Elaeavn unless they must, and it’s considered a great punishment when you’re exiled.”

      Carth knew enough about Alayna to know that her punishment—the exile she had faced—was what had hurt. Because of that exile, she had nearly been sold into prostitution.

      “I could imagine Sight being useful for many things,” Carth said.

      “Perhaps,” Alayna said. “Or maybe it’s only on nights like this.” She tipped her head to the side and her eyes went distant. “There will be a change soon.”

      “The guards?”

      Alayna nodded. “We should move.”

      “Can you keep an eye on Jenna?” Carth asked. “If anyone gets past me…”

      “I will do what I can,” Alayna said. “What is your plan?”

      Carth flickered her gaze to the rooftops around the plaza. “The archers first. Then you break her free.”

      “And then?”

      Carth snorted softly. “Then we have to be prepared to fight.”

      “May the Great Watcher be with you.”

      Carth slipped away, pulling shadows around her.

      Darkness came on like a fog, though she was careful not to increase it too much so that she didn’t draw attention to the fact that the night was suddenly much darker than it had been before. Instead, she wanted to make it so that it was nothing more than a moonless night—and then a little darker.

      When she jumped, landing on a nearby building, she did so with nothing more than a soft thud. She rolled to the side in case she’d been spotted.

      She remained motionless, waiting.

      Nothing followed.

      After letting another moment pass, she crouched and looked around, counting the archers on the roof. There were four in total, though she couldn’t be certain there wasn’t another she didn’t see.

      When Alayna moved closer, she acted.

      The constable had warned that they would know if she did anything, and she was as prepared as she could be. Carth jumped toward the nearest archer and slammed her fist into the back of his head. He crumpled.

      She spun and noticed the other archers all drawing back.

      As she had feared, they were connected in some way.

      The time for subtlety with shadows was over.

      She shifted her focus, splitting it so that she could wrap the shadows around each of the remaining archers. They struggled, but not as much as she would have expected. Bows were drawn back.

      Carth sent a trickle of flame into the arrow of the two farthest from her.

      Both men shouted as they dropped their arrows.

      She jumped toward the third archer.

      He spun toward her, not nearly as slowed as he should be by her shadows.

      A knife flickered toward her, but she had been ready for it. If nothing else, facing—and fighting—Talia had prepared her for the possibility of an attack like this.

      She twisted in the air as she neared and the knife missed. She landed, rolling, and kicked out toward the archer, sweeping her leg beneath him, knocking him off his feet.

      The man grunted.

      Carth spun and slammed her fist into his temple. And then again. He stopped moving.

      She jumped toward the next man.

      He had recovered and aimed his bow at her.

      Carth smiled. It was better that he aimed at her rather than at Jenna. Using shadows and flame, she sent a surge at the man. The air in front of him exploded and he was thrown back and slammed into the roof.

      When she landed, she kicked him and rolled toward the final archer.

      Pain ripped through her shoulder.

      Carth angrily ripped the arrow free and used shadows and flame at him, blasting him from the roof.

      She paused long enough to use her connection to S’al and let it course through her. The magic burned, but it was a healing sort of fire, something that had saved her many times. It required more strength than many applications of her magic, but she didn’t need the risk of being slowed.

      When healed, she glanced down at the plaza.

      And swore.

      She had taken too long with the archers.

      Jenna lay on the ground near Alayna, but the other woman had ten men surrounding her and closing quickly. Alayna was quick with the sword, and had Jenna not been lying immobile, it might have been a fair fight. As it was, Alayna did her best to hold them back.

      Carth jumped, landing in the middle of the fight.

      “I’m glad you managed to show up,” Alayna said.

      “I got shot.”

      “You seem fine.”

      “I am. Is she hurt?”

      Alayna shook her head.

      “Good. Then let’s get her free from here.”

      Carth could use her sword and fight off these men, but this needed to be over quickly. She didn’t want to waste too much time in the plaza and risk the constabulary—or worse, the Collector—sending others against her.

      No. This needed to be decisive.

      “Hold on,” she said to Alayna.

      Carth drew upon her connection to the shadows and sent it out in a wide band around her. As she did, she felt where each of the men was located and added a slight touch of S’al.

      The explosion thundered.

      Carth grabbed Jenna and ran, knowing that Alayna would be with her. They reached the edge of the plaza and she glanced back, unsurprised to see the men lying on the ground, immobile. What did surprise her was the fact that the building seemed to have crumbled and stone fell toward the center of the plaza.

      “You might have used a bit too much that time,” Alayna said.

      “It worked.”

      Alayna laughed darkly. “I worked. And they deserved it.”

      They ran through the city. It was late enough that there weren’t many people out. At least, there hadn’t been many people out. With the explosion, doors started to open and dazed faces appeared. Most ignored her as she ran.

      When they reached the road leading down to the docks, Carth grabbed Alayna and jumped, drawing on the strength of the shadows to help her land.

      It required most of her remaining strength, but all they needed was to reach the ship. They could sail out of the port and, if necessary, she could even borrow one of Boiyn’s enhancements to strengthen her to help facilitate that.

      “Run,” she urged, releasing Alayna.

      “You should conserve your strength,” she said.

      “When this is done. Go.”

      As she ran, Carth couldn’t help but think that what she’d done—attacking the constables and rescuing Jenna—would only be the beginning. But the beginning of what?
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      The cliff rose high over them, the shore essentially impenetrable, and Carth continued to sail. Eventually, they would have to reach a place they could stop, wouldn’t they? A hazy gray sky blotted out the sun and the southerly wind was warm, though the sea was relatively calm. Carth hadn’t rested much since leaving Keyall.

      “It sort of explains why there was no other port here, doesn’t it?” Alayna asked.

      Carth leaned on the wheel, forcing her eyes open. “We knew it was the last port before open seas.”

      “But we didn’t know why. Nothing else here.”

      Carth shook her head. “There are other places here. We just can’t reach them.”

      Likely there were other villages—maybe even cities—on the rock above them. They would be well protected that way, though difficult to reach and likely dependent upon trade coming out of Keyall. If the Collector had halted much of the trade… that meant that these villages would suffer.

      There had been a time when she had not thought those things were her problems, but the longer she sailed and the more she saw, the more she realized that, as someone with great power, she had a responsibility to use it. She had never wanted power, but there were so many without it that she had to help.

      “How is she?” she asked.

      Alayna shook her head. “She’s no different. Boiyn is trying different things, but…”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut. “Can you take over?”

      “Of course. Where are you trying to get us?”

      Carth stared at the shoreline, a solid sheet of rock stretching high overhead with no sign of stopping. “I was looking for someplace to wait until she recovered. Maybe there isn’t any place like that.”

      Alayna nodded and Carth disappeared below deck.

      Light trickled in from outside, but she’d been on the Spald long enough that she no longer needed any light. It was her home, and one she’d had for years, longer than she’d had almost any other home. There was something reassuring to the steady rocking of the ship, the creaking of the wood, and the sound of the waves mixing with the occasional cawing of gulls. Out on the sea, she had to worry only about herself and those with her.

      Carth steeled herself before entering Boiyn’s cabin.

      He glanced up as she entered and noticed he held a glass bottle, the contents of which he’d mixed. A small flame burned within a metal pot. “She is no different, Carthenne. I will come get you when she comes around.”

      “I’m glad to hear you think it’s a when and not an if.” She looked over to Jenna, who lay on a narrow cot, a thin sheet pulled up to her neck keeping her covered. Her eyes were open and staring blankly. She appeared otherwise unharmed.

      Boiyn frowned. “She will recover. This is temporary.”

      Carth took a seat on one of the stools stationed across from Jenna. “Is this the elixir or something else?” she asked softly.

      If the elixir, Carth would have to wonder whether it might not have been better for them to have simply sedated her. If it was something else, then it would have been her fault for taking too long getting Jenna free.

      “I do not know.”

      “She can’t stay like this.”

      “She won’t.”

      “Boiyn—she’s a good person.”

      “I know.”

      “The woman that was there was not her. She only fought because of what they did to her. I’ve seen the person she is.”

      “I know.”

      He stood behind her, the bottle gripped between his hands. The red rimming to his eyes gave them a frightening appearance, but she had never known Boiyn to be anything other than kind, which was surprising considering where she had found him.

      “That entire city is…”

      “It is,” Boiyn said.

      There was something about the way he said it that troubled her. “You’ve been there before.”

      Boiyn met her eyes. “It was a long time ago, Carthenne, but I have been there.”

      “Was it like this?”

      He shook his head. “Not like this. Worse. I think the constabulary has controlled things to a certain extent. There used to be much corruption and violence, sort of what you would expect at the end of the world.”

      “This isn’t the end of the world.”

      “Many think it to be.” He shook the bottle again and tested it by taking a sip before pouring it into Jenna’s mouth. “Few have access to the same maps as you, so they don’t know there is another place beyond the great sea. There are many who come to Keyall thinking to get away from other troubles, thinking they can hide from them there. Who would risk sailing this far?”

      “I would.”

      Boiyn nodded. “You would.”

      “Why did you come to Keyall? What were you trying to hide from?”

      “Carthenne?”

      She looked over at him. She had traveled with Boiyn as long as she had with Alayna but knew little about him other than the fact that he was skilled with his potions. He had willingly studied in Asador with others from Carth’s network, and with his quick mind—and nearly perfect memory—Carth had asked him to sail with her despite the fact that she hadn’t known nearly as much about him as she would have liked.

      “You said it yourself. People come to Keyall to hide from their past. Why did you come here?”

      Boiyn set the vial back on the table and took a deep breath. “I have not always lived an… easy… life. When you have this complexion and appearance, most think you are cursed, regardless of what god you worship.”

      “Did you come here to escape yourself? The sun is brighter here than it is in Dunn, where I found you.”

      “I came here to escape those who would think to use me,” Boiyn said softly.

      “Why would they use you if they thought you were cursed?”

      He sighed and turned to the shelf holding the ingredients he mixed together for his concoctions. Boiyn took a jar from the shelf and tipped it toward the bottle, dumping a little powder into it, never once looking up and meeting her eyes.

      “There are those who think people with my complexion have particular abilities. They would use me.”

      “How?”

      He looked up then. “Does it matter?”

      Carth decided that it didn’t. “Do you resent what I have asked of you?”

      He gave her a hint of a smile. “Resent? You have offered me an opportunity to be useful, nothing more. No. There is no resentment in what you’ve asked.”

      Carth turned her attention back to Jenna. The woman stared at her, and Carth wondered if she heard any of the conversation or if that was empty for her as well. What had Carth sensed when she had taken the elixir? Nothing. The emptiness and nothing more.

      “I should have tested it on myself before you gave it to her,” Boiyn said.

      “If it had failed, who would try again? It had to be me. It’s safest.”

      “My arrogance was in believing that you aren’t different than the others. You are different, Carthenne. You have the capacity to rid yourself of the effect of these things. I knew that you did and still didn’t account for that when dosing it.”

      “We just have to wait for it to wear off.”

      Boiyn nodded. “We can wait, or I can continue to try and counter the effects. Since I know what went into the making of it, I should be able to counter it. With some toxins, it is difficult to know how to counter them, especially when you’re spending your time trying to determine what was used. In this case…”

      Carth nodded. “We will wait until she’s recovered.”

      “For what?”

      “For the next move.”

      She left Boiyn’s cabin and went to her own. She was exhausted and should rest. Sleep would help her more than anything, and she might need her strength were they confronted by another attack. She wasn’t certain what the constables would do or how they would react to her rescuing Jenna. Would they attempt to come after her, or would they leave her?

      And there was still what she planned with the Collector. She was determined to meet with him and learn what he was after. Then she would decide what more would need to be done with him.

      Inside her cabin, Linsay waited.

      “I thought you could use a game,” Linsay said.

      Carth noticed the Tsatsun board spread out in front of her and took a seat opposite Linsay. She wasn’t really in the mood to play, but that was when she needed to play. It was better to test herself when she felt weak or tired or anything where her focus would be off. That was the time when she should be playing Tsatsun.

      Linsay was reasonably skilled, enough that Carth was more than happy to play with her most times. She had picked up the game faster than many did, though Carth could already see that there would be limits to how far Linsay ever developed. That was one thing that became apparent when playing the game. Linsay was strategic and had a strong mind, but she failed with creativity. There were times when creativity was the only way the game was won. Despite that, the fact that Linsay had developed as well as she had was a testament to her mind.

      Carth fell into the game. There was a rhythm to the initial movements, a sense of excitement at the possibility that anyone could win. That lasted about four moves—one more than usual—before Carth knew what it would take to win the round.

      When she did, she played with her mind only half on the game. Each piece had particular movements it could make, nothing like the triangular board game the men in the tavern had played. That made the game much more interesting, though it created a division between those who could play and those who could not. It wasn’t one where chance would allow a person to win.

      “When did you know?” Linsay asked.

      “A while ago.”

      “When was the last time you were challenged?” It wasn’t the first time that Linsay had asked, and the answer hadn’t changed.

      “Years.”

      “Do you think that I can eventually make it interesting for you?”

      She always struggled with questions like that. Did she tell the truth, that Linsay would never reach the point where she would challenge Carth, or did she mislead her? It was a question she had never come up with a satisfactory answer to.

      “I think anything is possible,” Carth said. At least in that, she didn’t lie. It was possible that Linsay would improve. Carth didn’t think it likely, but many things that had once seemed impossible had proven possible.

      “How do you feel?” Linsay asked.

      Carth frowned. “Fine, why?”

      Her friend shrugged. “I thought you could use with a game. I thought maybe it would help settle you.” She smiled. “I didn’t expect to beat you, but I’ve seen how it always seems to settle you down and helps you work through what you need to be doing.”

      Carth smiled to herself. Maybe she’d underestimated Linsay.

      “It does. There’s something about the game that lets my mind work through things that I can’t figure out otherwise.”

      “And what did you figure out this time?”

      Carth sighed. “Unfortunately, not what I needed. I don’t have the answer to helping Jenna, don’t know what was happening in Keyall, and though I can think of a way to draw out the Collector, I’m not sure that’s what we should be doing.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s dangerous.”

      “You’ve faced dangers before.”

      “I have, but this danger is one where one of us is injured. I don’t know that I can protect Jenna while doing what needs to be done.”

      Linsay leaned forward. “We will keep her safe, Carth. You do what you need so that we can find out the answers to what’s taking place.”

      Carth sighed. She could leave it to them, but it wasn’t only the need to keep Jenna safe that had motivated her. It was a concern for what she might be forced to do. Would she be able—and willing—to be ruthless if it came to it?

      She noticed the way that Linsay watched her. They trusted her—and counted on her doing what was needed to help them. How could she not be that person?

      “What is it?”

      Carth stared at the Tsatsun board. “I had hoped to be beyond all this.”

      “Beyond what?”

      “Beyond the need to be this hard.”
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      Carth anchored them along the river, hidden by the branches that had once concealed the smugglers. It was strange for her to be here, especially as she had destroyed others who had come through and had chased the smugglers away from this place. It was a useful location to use as a port, near enough to the city that they could get there within a day, but far enough away that she didn’t fear the Collector reaching her easily. She imagined the smugglers had valued it for much the same reason.

      Still, she was uncomfortable with remaining here for too long. It would be different if others didn’t know of it, but as the smugglers did, Carth had to remain vigilant so that they would not be attacked.

      After checking on the ship, she made her way back into the remnants of the village. They had chosen a building large enough to house all of them, and even Boiyn had brought his supplies off the ship so that he could work more easily. It was rare for Boiyn to come ashore, and she was thankful for his willingness to do so now.

      When she entered the home, a pair of lanterns glowed softly, giving a gentle light. Jenna rested on a cot, sleeping quietly. She had recovered more and more each day, enough that Carth was optimistic that she could begin working with her again, though she remained withdrawn and her eyes had taken on a haunted expression. She had yet to ask what Jenna had experienced after being given the elixir, fearing that if she did, she might bring back memories the woman did not need—and that might be dangerous.

      “Would it be easier if we had others of the Binders come join us?” Alayna asked.

      Carth sighed. It would be easier if others of the Binders came, but if they did, it would weaken the networks where they had been. It would be better if she could establish something here, and she still hoped to, but who would she use? Either people were afraid of the Collector or they worked for him.

      “It will be fine,” Carth said.

      “Fine, but you continue to run off to check on the ship. Eventually, you will have to trust that the ship will be fine.”

      “If we lose the ship, the rest of this plan will fail,” Carth said.

      Alayna nodded. “And if you don’t rest, then you place yourself in danger. I’m just suggesting that you not push yourself quite so hard.”

      Carth took a seat, wishing that the village felt more like home rather than the sense she had that they were hiding, running from something. They had interceded on three ships today. Three ships that had attempted to leave the city—all smugglers. Carth had turned them back, forcing them into hiding. Even better, they had managed to follow one of them, so she knew where the smugglers had gone.

      “I’m sure you have his attention,” Linsay said.

      “I might have his attention, but I intend to send a message with this.”

      They had encountered three more of the ramming ships, and she had incapacitated each of them. It became easier the more she did it, and she had found the way that she needed to focus her flame magic to ensure that the ships sank, but not so quickly that the men on board were lost. They needed to return, to bring word to the Collector, and perhaps through her compassion they would think differently about her than the Collector did.

      Carth watched Boiyn work. As she often did, he mixed liquids and powders together, bringing them to heat, stirring. When he was finished, he handed this vial to Linsay, and she glanced at Carth with a shrug and then took it.

      “What will this do?”

      “You don’t bother to ask before taking it?” Carth asked.

      Linsay shrugged. “I’ve learned to trust Boiyn and his enhancements. Besides, some of them work differently on me than he intended.”

      Carth frowned. Some of his enhancements worked differently on others than how they worked on her, which was the entire problem. Had they worked the same, perhaps Jenna wouldn’t have been quite so challenged.

      “What do you detect?” Boiyn asked.

      “It’s strange. Everything seems to be moving more slowly, even you, Carth.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet.”

      Linsay smiled. “It’s interesting. Was this the intended effect?”

      “This is part of the effect, though I had hoped that you would see more clearly also.”

      “It’s light enough in here that it would be difficult for me to tell whether I could see anything more clearly.” Linsay jumped to her feet and hurried outside. She stared into the darkness, laughing softly. “Everything is so clear. It’s almost as bright as if it were daylight.”

      Could enhancements like this be the reason that the people in the city—and the Collector—were able to ignore her magic? Could it be that they had found some way to counter the effect of what she did?

      Carth pulled on the shadows, wrapping them around Linsay. “What about now? Do you see anything differently?”

      Linsay looked around. “Did you do something?”

      “I tried.”

      “It’s like a cloud covered the sun. Everything is still clear, but slightly less so than it had been.”

      Carth glanced back to Boiyn. “How long do you anticipate this to last?”

      He glanced at the vial. “The ingredients are all of a sort that they should work through her system within a few hours.”

      “Is there any danger if she were to take this again?” She could imagine other people consuming enough quantities that these elixirs could become dangerous.

      “The basic ingredients aren’t necessarily dangerous, but there is a possibility that, if consumed frequently enough, they would begin to have toxic effects.”

      “Is it possible that enhancements like this are how the Collector and his people are able to counter my magic?”

      Boiyn shook his head. “I’ve been struggling with that since you first mentioned how they managed to ignore your magic. It’s possible, but they would’ve had to know exactly what effect they were trying to counter. Far more likely that they have some innate immunity to your magic, or possibly that they simply possess items that give them the ability to ignore it.”

      “We haven’t come across anything like that before,” Alayna said.

      “Just because we haven’t come across it doesn’t mean that they don’t exist.”

      Carth stepped back out into the night. To her eyes, darkness surrounded everything. She could lighten it by pulling on the shadows, surrounding herself with them, but she did not see the same way that Linsay appeared to with the enhancement.

      “Do you see anything in the night?” Carth asked.

      Linsay shook her head. “That’s just it, Carth. It’s not night, at least not to me. It’s practically daylight.” They made their way through the smugglers’ village, and Carth let Linsay lead as she explored the extent of the enhancements. She had to admit that an enhancement like this could be useful, especially to her friends when she drew upon the shadows. Why hadn’t Boiyn considered something like this before?

      Unless he had but hadn’t managed to create it yet. It was a strange coincidence that he would suddenly be able to make such an enhancement now.

      When they neared the edge of the village, Carth paused, but Linsay didn’t, continuing beyond the borders.

      “We shouldn’t go too far. I’m not sure how far you can go that I can protect you,” Carth said.

      “There’s nothing…”

      Linsay paused, leaning forward as if trying to focus on something.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s movement.”

      Carth pulled on the shadows, drawing them to her just enough to reduce the darkness. Even when she did that, she couldn’t see what Linsay saw. Maybe it was nothing, but with staying here, and with the smugglers knowing about this place, she had to consider the possibility that they would try to use the village—or at least discover that Carth had started to use it.

      She thought about hurrying back to Boiyn, using the same elixir to enhance her own eyesight, but decided against it. If there was anything out in the night, she didn’t want to waste time going back, especially if they snuck toward the village.

      “Show me what you saw,” Carth said.

      “Maybe it was nothing but an animal,” Linsay said. She was more hesitant now and forced a smile.

      “Do you think it was only an animal?”

      Linsay shook her head. “No.”

      “Do you have a weapon?”

      Linsay checked her side and patted the daggers hidden beneath her jacket. “I’m not completely unarmed,” she said. “But what happens if these enhancements wear off while we’re fighting?”

      “That’s why I’ll be there.”

      Linsay considered her for a moment before nodding. They continued into the night, heading away from the village, and Carth hoped that Alayna would remain on edge for the possibility that an attack might be nothing more than a diversion.

      They reached the narrow path leading up and away from the village, heading up toward the city in the distance. It would operably be two days’ hike if she were to go by foot, much longer than traveling by sea, and much of it would require going up a steep grade.

      As she approached the path, she noticed movement.

      “Step back, Linsay,” Carth warned.

      “Did you see something?”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know what it was, but…”

      She pulled on the shadows, lightening everything. As she did, she knew that it would create a disturbance among the shadows and would reveal the fact they were here. She no longer worried about that, especially if there was something here.

      Figures appeared around them. She counted five.

      Who did they side with? Were they with the Collector or were they part of the rest of the city? Had the constabulary come after her for rescuing Jenna?

      Carth stepped forward, drawing on the shadows for strength, pulling them within herself. If these people were with the Collector, she was prepared for the possibility that her magic might fail her, and was ready to unsheathe her sword if it were necessary.

      “You’re outnumbered,” a voice called from a nearby tree.

      “Am I? Do you think numbers matter when I have superior strength?”

      Someone chuckled. “Is that what you believe?”

      It was a strange voice, and with a hint of an accent, enough that Carth realized that the speaker would not be from Keyall. She pulled on the shadows again, wanting to see through them, when her connection to them failed.

      Darkness surged around her.

      “Carth?”

      There was worry in Linsay’s voice, and Carth thought that she understood. If the figures were approaching, it could be that they were readying an attack, and Linsay might be the only one able to see it.

      Her connection to the shadows was gone. It was simply that she could not pull them away from her any longer. That was unusual. When she’d lost a connection to the shadows before, it had separated from her. As part of her training with her S’al, the shadows and the flame had been taken from her. In this case, she simply couldn’t use them.

      Carth took a deep breath and focused on the connection to the S’al.

      As with the shadows, it was there. But when she tried to use the connection to the flame, it failed.

      Interesting.

      There was something else she could try, but it would be difficult—and possibly dangerous.

      Carth turned her connection to the flame inward, letting the power surge through her and continue to build. As it did, she began to glow. She pushed more and more, letting the power of the S’al flow out of her, through her, a connection that they could not distort.

      She saw the figures. They were near her, but as she continued to glow, they stepped back, finally halted in their approach.

      “The Collector, I presume?” Carth asked.

      Linsay sucked in a deep breath.

      A tall man stepped from behind a tree. He was muscular and his clothing fit him well, cutting a striking figure. He had a youthful face and dark eyes that studied her with a curious interest. “You must be Carthenne Rel, shadow born, trained by the A’ras, and master of the Binders.”

      Had Talia shared with him?

      She wouldn’t put it past Talia, especially if she were afraid of the Collector, but she hadn’t mentioned anything about the A’ras—or the Binders—to Talia. That meant that the Collector had learned about her. Maybe he had anticipated her coming.

      “I prefer to be called Carth of C’than.”

      The Collector tipped his head as he studied her. “That is news to me. I hadn’t realized that you made claim to the C’than.”

      “What have you heard of me?”

      He stepped closer, seemingly unmindful of the fact that she was glowing from the power of her S’al magic. Would he have some way of countering it? If he did, she had to be ready to resist—and be prepared to fight.

      As he approached, she sensed energy from him. She was attuned to many different types of magical ability. It was something she had first noticed when facing the Hjan and their ability to flicker from place to place. She noticed it with others connected to the A’ras and was also able to detect those with shadow ability, but it didn’t require only a connection to the magics she possessed.

      What she sensed burning within him wasn’t the kind of power that she had detected from others with magic. Whatever connection he had, it was unlike other magics.

      “I have heard that you seek to make a claim upon the entirety of the north.”

      “I don’t seek to make any claim. I seek to protect.”

      He spread his hands and flashed a smile. There was something disarming about it, and Carth imagined that he must be appealing to some, though she had long ago learned to look past simple superficial appeal. His smile widened, as if he were realizing that his charm was not working on her.

      “In that, we are much the same.”

      “You intend to protect Keyall?”

      “Eventually, but first I must influence.”

      “And by influence, you mean that you intend to control the flow of merchants through the port.”

      He shrugged, and it was the barest movement of his shoulders. Somehow even that managed to look appealing. “Perhaps, but you say that as if I have done anything wrong. I am simply gathering my influence.”

      “You’re trying to acquire something. Rumor has it that you seek an Elder Stone.”

      “Ah, rumors have a way of spreading.”

      “You don’t deny it?”

      “Why should I deny it? If I were to find an Elder Stone, it would be incredibly valuable.”

      “And that’s all you want? You want money?” That didn’t seem to be what she had heard. Everything she had heard made it seem as if the Collector wanted power more than he wanted money.

      “What more do you think that I want? With money, I can have everything I want.”

      “You intend to use money to get power. That is less surprising.”

      The Collector studied her for a moment before his smile faded. Any effort to charm her ceased. Carth maintained her connection to the flame, continuing to glow, pushing back the darkness of night. She had never tried adding shadows inwardly, not certain what effect that would have—or if she would explode herself much like using shadows and flame together caused an outward explosion—but would risk it if needed against the Collector.

      “You are trying to disrupt my profits.”

      “I wanted a chance to speak with you.”

      “And now you have it. It is time for you to end your attacks on the ships coming to Keyall.”

      “I’m not attacking the ships.”

      The Collector arched a brow and stared at her with an unreadable expression. “You are attacking my ships.”

      “Am I?” Carth looked at him with an innocent expression. “I thought I was defending these merchant ships from pirates. The seas can be dangerous, especially around here.”

      The Collector watched her for a long moment. “Indeed. Much like the constables can be dangerous if you attempt to violate their rule of law. Rumor has it that a young woman who thought to attack one of the local constables was broken free from the stockade.”

      “Rumors have a way of spreading.”

      His smile returned. “You don’t deny it, then?”

      “Why deny it?” Carth looked at him. Her breaking Jenna free had an extra benefit. It had shown the Collector what she was capable of doing. It might have revealed more than she wanted, but at least this way, he would be forced to take her threats seriously.

      “You will leave my ships alone.”

      “Or?”

      “There is no or, Carthenne Rel.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that. You see, if you know anything about me, if you’ve heard anything about me, you would know that I tend to take a particular stance when I see others in danger.”

      “I didn’t realize that you had chosen to make yourself a constabulary of the sea.”

      “I do what’s necessary to protect those who need it.”

      “You do what’s necessary to protect women you think need it. Not all need your saving, Carthenne Rel.”

      Carth stared at him, neither of them blinking. “I think it’s time that you depart, Collector.”

      He bowed his head. “Collector? Is that who you think I am?”

      “You would have me think that you’re not?”

      A predatory smile parted his lips. “I am Alistan Rhain. I serve the tribunal. I would not risk that position.”

      Carth glanced over at Linsay. Had she made a mistake? Could Rhain not be the Collector?

      “You disrupt my plans.”

      “Your plans with the smugglers?” Carth asked. She thought she was beginning to understand but needed to be certain.

      “Smugglers? They facilitate trade that has been cut off. I’ll admit they were difficult to hire. Few are willing to risk themselves with the Collector.”

      And Carth had attacked the smugglers. Was she now responsible for what happened to trade in Keyall? Was it her fault?

      “This conversation was… beneficial,” Rhain said, watching her.

      “In what way?”

      “I find it always helpful to get a sense of the opponent, don’t you? How else will you know how to anticipate their next maneuver?”

      He flashed another smile, this one lingering longer than the others, and turned away, motioning to the men around him. They responded, disappearing back into the darkness. Carth held on to her connection to the flame, pushing back the shadows, until it was clear that they were gone. For good measure, she reached out with her connection to the shadows and to the flame, searching for evidence of any of the men still out in the forest, but there was none. They had completely disappeared.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, Carth began to relax her connection to her magic. She backed up, feeling shaky, as she bumped into Linsay.

      “What is it?” Linsay asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Only that I might have underestimated him.”

      “Because he can restrict your connection to your magic?”

      “No. Because he’s not the Collector.”

      And if he wasn’t, then who was?
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      The trek up the slope leading to the city took less than two days. Carth chose to walk, not trusting the port, leaving the others behind with the Goth Spald. There were times when it made sense to travel together, and there were times when her presence simply put the others in danger. This was one of the latter.

      She had acquiesced to Boiyn’s demand that she take enhancements with her and had a pouch full of vials, each labeled with how it could be used to enhance her natural abilities. The only one that tempted her was the vial that would enhance her eyesight, pushing back the shadows so that she didn’t require the connection to her shadow magic.

      She had taken a few other vials, though those had been more for defense, intending to use them if needed to poison her blade, or even to inject. There were ways to load syringes, and she could use those to infuse the poisons if it came to that. Carth hoped that it did not.

      Approaching the city from this direction provided a far different view. Lights glimmered in the darkness and a haze hung over the city that seemed little more than low-lying clouds. There was a distant cacophony of sounds that drifted to her, a mixture of voices and music and movement. Smells assaulted her, different than the scent of the sea and the smell of the forest that she had known for the last few days.

      She was troubled by what Rhain had said to her.

      Even more troubling was that he wasn’t the Collector. She thought she had figured out Keyall, but if the Collector wasn’t him, then she had no idea who it might be.

      And now she had placed herself against the Collector.

      Could it be the Collector was someone she had already met? During her travels, she’d come across many people, and many of them had sought power much as it seemed the Collector had sought power. What was he after?

      Then there was Rhain. Why had Talia succumbed to his charm?

      Her behavior had the hallmarks of an abused spouse, wanting to stay with him despite the way that he treated her. It was the kind of relationship that Carth had saved others from, and the kind of behavior that sickened her, especially as she had seen just how much it had hurt. Could that be why Talia had been unwilling to take Carth up on her offer?

      Maybe she was giving him too much credit. Maybe it really was a choice, much as Alayna suggested, using herself as an example. That was something Carth could understand. She had made many choices over the years, and not all of them were made for the right reasons, and not all of them had worked the way that she wished they could. Perhaps Talia thought that she had simply gone too far and that there was no way to escape his influence.

      It was part of the reason that she had decided to venture back to the city, but there was another reason, too.

      Carth made her way along the streets, listening to the sounds of people moving along them. Night had only just fallen and the people on the street still had much of the evening remaining, and there was a boisterous sense about the city. It was the same sense that she had noticed in many large cities, and in Keyall, there were many different peoples coming together, fewer than perhaps there once had been, especially since the Collector had begun scaring off merchants, but still she noticed dozens of different voices and different dialects, enough that she found herself smiling as she listened. Not once did she hear a language she didn’t recognize.

      That surprised her. Wasn’t Keyall supposed to welcome travelers from the far west?

      That was the reason the Collector had come here, wasn’t it?

      As she had since coming to Keyall, Carth felt as if she were only glimpsing a portion of the playing surface. Could it be that was intentional? Could the Collector have kept knowledge from her intentionally so that she wouldn’t be able to make the movements necessary to place herself in a position to win?

      The problem was that she wasn’t even certain what a winning move would look like in Keyall.

      In other places she’d traveled, that hadn’t been the issue. Most of the time, she found violence that prompted her to act, people who sought her services, or if they didn’t, obvious insults that needed her attention. There was nothing like that here.

      She made her way toward the plaza.

      There was less activity around it tonight than there had been when Jenna had been captured and contained, but she suspected she would find the constables here.

      The darkness around her left her troubled for the first time in a while. It wasn’t so much that the darkness itself bothered her; it was the fact that she had a growing understanding that her connection to the shadows was almost meaningless here. Not completely meaningless—there were some in the city that it might still be effective upon, but she was less and less certain who those were.

      She was left here with questions without answers.

      There was one place that she could go to find the answers, but after everything that she had done and that had taken place, she wasn’t certain that the constable would agree to share those answers with her.

      Which meant that she had to take a different approach—a more violent one. It meant that she would have to accept the possibility that she might not be viewed as a welcome part of the city. So much of her time in other places had been spent as a savior of sorts, and in Keyall, for her to be effective and to help those she intended to help, she might have to play a different role, if only for a little while. It was one that made her uncomfortable, especially as she had seen others play it so well in the past. Could she be the villain that the constable thought her to be?

      She wrapped the shadows around herself, suspecting that they made little difference to many here but thinking that she had to conceal herself somewhat. Even if there were some who could see through them, Carth was determined to hold the shadows and to see if doing so would allow her to find the constable.

      She took to the rooftops. When she had done that before, she had moved more easily and hadn’t worried quite as much about the possibility that they would observe her. On the rooftops, she thought that she could stay low—and through that, hidden—not relying on her connection to the shadows quite as much as she would otherwise.

      The only time that she needed to expose herself would be when she jumped to the next building. The houses were close enough together that she could run along the slate roofs, muting her passing with the shadows. The air was crisp and it carried with it a hint of the sea, but less than she thought it should this close to the water.

      How would she find him?

      There was one possibility, but it involved her using herself as bait.

      If she did, she would potentially be captured. But then, if she were captured, she didn’t think that the constable would harm her. She believed that her first read of him was still accurate. He was rigid in his morals, and that rigidity mattered to him. Were he more pliant, perhaps he would have allowed the Collector to have gained a greater foothold in the city. For now, he had managed to create a barrier to the Collector’s presence. In time, that would fade, especially if this Collector was as powerful as Carth was beginning to suspect.

      She saw one of the constables patrolling on the street below and jumped down behind him, landing with shadow-muted feet. She waited, curious whether her shadows would work to obscure her from him, but he didn’t seem to notice. She cleared her throat, briefly releasing the shadows wrapped around her.

      The man spun and immediately reached for his sword.

      At least one question was answered. She still didn’t understand how he could see through the shadows, but it seemed as if she were still able to mute her passing using them.

      Carth unsheathed, knocking his sword from his hand in a swift blow.

      His eyes widened. “You think I need my magic to stop you?” she asked with a sneer. She would play the part that he believed of her, at least until the constable appeared. The constable had already made his mind up about her, so it was unlikely to matter whether he believed that she had attacked his man or not.

      “What you want with me?” he asked. “There are others patrolling. If you think that you will get away with attacking one of us, the others will come, and—”

      Carth slipped forward, raising her hand in the barest of threats. “I fully intend for others to come. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have drawn you out.”

      “What do you want with me?” he asked.

      “Want? What I want is for you to send word to your commander. What I want is for him to stand before me and provide answers. That is what I want. Do you think that you can assist me with this, or do I need to find another?” She raised her sword threateningly. She didn’t enjoy playing this part, but she also knew that it was the easiest—and most likely—way to get the answers she wanted.

      “I don’t know where to find him.”

      “Ah. Then perhaps you are of no use to me. A shame, really. Were you to be somewhat useful, you might have been allowed to live.”

      “I might be able to find him, but it will take some time.”

      “You think I don’t have time? I have nothing but time, especially since I intend to control all of Keyall.” Carth had debated what she would say that would get the constable’s attention the most, and figured that would offend him enough that he would at least come himself, rather than attempting to send one of his men in his stead. “I will be waiting near the ruins along the edge of the city. Make certain that he comes.”

      The man bobbed his head in a nod and then he scurried off, racing away.

      Carth drew upon the shadows and jumped, reaching the nearest rooftop. From here, she could track the movement of the constable as he went after his commander. She needed to know where to find him in the future, wanting to know that if she truly needed to reach him without making an overt threat, she could do so.

      She saw him slip into a building, and then he disappeared. She waited, thinking that he might reappear, but he didn’t. That building shouldn’t be anything of significance, Carth thought. Maybe it was meant to obscure his passing. Maybe it was connected to another building. Maybe it was truly a constables’ base.

      She crouched along the roof, watching and waiting. As she did, she pressed out with her connection to the S’al. The shadows were ineffective for her here. Could the connection to the flame be much better?

      She also listened. If she could hear anything that sounded off, she wouldn’t need to rely upon her magical connection.

      Carth lost track of time. It was difficult to know how long she’d been here, and she started to question whether she had made a mistake in leaving the constable to go and find the commander. What if he had only reported to the commander and hadn’t shared the rest with him? If that were the case, would they even bother trying to come for her?

      Carth heard a subtle scraping sound on the rooftop behind her and spun.

      The commander crouched near the edge of the roof. His sword was unsheathed, and he froze the moment that he saw Carth.

      “There is a rumor that you attacked one of my men.”

      “It wasn’t a rumor,” Carth said. “I did attack one of your men.”

      “You’ve decided that you are no longer going to conceal the fact that you are actively working against us? Now that you have broken your woman free from the stockade, you would continue your attacks?”

      “You and I both know that you were never going to release Jenna. I had thought it was because you were working on behalf of the Collector, but I’ve begun to think that is not the case.”

      The constable frowned. “Why would you think that I worked for the Collector?”

      “Because I believed that the Collector was Alistan Rhain.”

      The constable looked at her for a long moment. “And you no longer do?”

      “Tell me, constable, what has been taking place with the Collector?”

      The constable stood and sheathed his sword. Carth smiled inwardly. She had no intention of attacking him, and he must have begun to understand that. At least, he wasn’t making an attempt to attack her. She didn’t want to fight and only wanted information from him.

      “You had no intention of fighting my man.”

      “I needed to get you here.”

      “Here? Why this place?” he asked, surveying the streetscape below them. From here, there were a few intact buildings, but for the most part, they were destroyed, left as nothing more than ruins. Carth found it interesting that the people of Keyall had allowed these buildings to remain rather than cleaning them up and building overtop them. They seemed to be in the heart of the city. On either side of the ruins, the city stretched along the ridgeline, going from taverns on one side to shops on the other. In the middle were these ruins.

      “Because it’s easy enough to find,” Carth said. “And you wouldn’t have been able to conceal yourself from me quite as easily as you could if you were going through the city.”

      The constable smiled at her. “I imagine you don’t know anything about why this place holds meaning to my people.”

      “Nothing.” She would have to ask Boiyn. She suspected he would know, and if he didn’t, maybe Linsay would.

      The constable took a seat across from her. He seemed more at ease than he had been yet. “We have managed to prevent the Collector from gaining much of a foothold in Keyall. That’s part of the reason we are so… what’s the word you used? Rigid.”

      “You’ve managed to prevent the Collector from invading Keyall? But what of the ships?”

      “You saw part of his influence. We have held him off. For now. I am well aware that we might not be able to prevent his access for long. Eventually, he will come to our shores, and he will do to us what he has done in other places.”

      “And what is that?”

      “You asked me once about the status of trade in Keyall.”

      “I did.”

      “The status of trade in Keyall is limited. We have been effectively sealed off from other ports. The Collector has used his influence not only to prevent other merchants from reaching us but to actively attack those that try.”

      “And the smugglers?”

      The constable’s face tightened in a frown. “Yes. That is a different issue. They have attempted to create a workaround, to bypass the impact of the Collector. We do not support their efforts.”

      “Which is why they’re working outside the city?”

      He nodded once.

      “And what about Alistan Rhain?”

      “He is a merchant, and one who has gained much wealth here. Through his wealth, he has taken on a certain level of leadership.”

      “Which is why he sits on the tribunal,” Carth said, finally beginning to understand. What she didn’t understand was the purpose of the talisman and why it was missing. If he was law-abiding, and if he truly did work on behalf of the tribunal, then it didn’t make sense that he would have attempted to steal it.

      Carth thought back to what she knew and what she had observed from the shop owner. She’d had a prospective buyer. Could that have been Alistan Rhain? And what of Talia? What role did she have?

      The connections troubled Carth. There had to be something to Talia and her connection to the Collector. But what, exactly?

      “Why does the Collector want to gain access to Keyall?” she asked the constable.

      “Who’s to say? In other places, he has gone after power.”

      Carth thought of the rumor of the Elder Stone. She wasn’t certain there was anything to it, despite what Boiyn might claim, but what if the Collector believed it? Could that be reason enough to come to Keyall, searching for power that might exist?

      “And what power do you have in Keyall?”

      The constable stared at her. “We have the power of our people. How is that any different than where you came from, Carthenne Rel?”

      She smiled, if only because what he said was true. How was it any different?

      “I take it you’re not in favor of the smugglers.”

      “I understand why others might be, but only because they think they must in order to continue trading as they are accustomed to.”

      “You don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “Eventually, the Collector will either gain a presence here or he will tire of his attempts. We are not incapable of defending ourselves, and we have plans in place to ensure that trade is reestablished.”

      “What sort of plans?”

      “The sort of plans that don’t involve some foreigner coming in to make a mess of what we might be able to accomplish.”

      Carth stared at him. “And what do you think that you might be able to do?” she asked. “From what I’ve heard, it sounds as if there is more than a little uncertainty about what the Collector might be after. If you are that uncertain, how do you anticipate stopping him?”

      “What makes you think that we intend to stop him?”

      “Then you will allow him to be even more powerful?”

      “No. What we intend is to ensure that trade routes remain open.”

      “That’s the reason for the ships hidden in the cave.” She had thought that they worked for the Collector, but if that wasn’t the case, and if Alistan Rhain wasn’t anything other than a merchant, then why else would they need so many ships? She hadn’t been able to answer that—yet.

      “How is it that you know of those?”

      “I followed one of your men.” She hadn’t known they were the constables before now, but it fit with everything that she’d seen. The immunity to her magic was something of Keyall—not the Collector.

      He had started to frown when an explosion of light lit the night.

      It came from along the coast, far enough away that Carth could tell that it wouldn’t impact the city, but near enough that it was almost within the port.

      Not within the port. Farther along the coast on that.

      “I think you had better check on your fleet, constable.”

      He frowned. “What did you do?”

      She shook her head. “I did nothing, but that explosion came from someplace nearby, near enough that it could have come from your hidden fleet.”

      The constable studied her for a long moment before clenching his jaw and scrambling along the roof to jump down and disappear into the night. Carth would have followed, but following would have made it impossible for her to find out what had taken place, and she desperately wanted to reach it before the constable and his men did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Carth raced along the ridge overlooking the water, quickly getting through the outskirts of the city and then beyond, into the hard rock that surrounded all of Keyall. She didn’t dare take the time to go for her friends, though she knew that traveling in this way would anger Alayna, at least. Yet if she went for the others, she would run the risk of not figuring out what had just taken place. Not only that, but she needed to have somebody with Jenna as she continued to recover, and she trusted Alayna the most with that task. Boiyn could help—and was helping—but Carth was uncertain about the enhancements, especially as they had impacted Jenna in such a way.

      She needed to reach the explosion before the constable and his men did. As soon as they did, she wouldn’t be able to get the answers that she wanted. It meant that she needed to move—and quickly.

      Carth powered herself with the shadows, streaking along the surface of the rock, and raced into the darkness. She pressed out with connections to the shadow and the flame, reaching out from time to time so that she could gauge where she was heading and ensure that she was aware of anyone who followed. It was possible that she wouldn’t know, and that her connection to the shadows would be limited, especially with whatever resistance to her magic those within Keyall possessed, but if there were others—particularly, if there were others who worked for the Collector—she thought that she could reach them.

      A distant glowing appeared, and Carth slowed.

      It was out in the water, and near enough that she could just make out the outline of what clearly had been a ship. Possibly there was more than one ship out there. When she reached the ledge overlooking the place where the flames were, she stopped and peered out, then began pulling on her connection to the flame.

      Using the S’al in that way allowed her to draw away the connection to the flame and remove the heat.

      It didn’t work.

      Was it the distance?

      She needed answers, and answers wouldn’t come if she remained standing where she was. She needed to know what the Collector was after, and what he thought to do to oppose her, particularly if he was now attacking the ships from Keyall.

      The constable had been convinced that he could handle the Collector, but if he was already attacking his ships, then there might not be anything for the constable to do. It might be that he couldn’t stop the Collector and that everything would be dependent upon Carth and what she could do. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to help him—but then, would she be helping the constable or would she be helping the people of Keyall?

      She had to help.

      So she jumped.

      She held on to the shadows, using them to give her more strength so that when she crashed into the water, she had drawn upon them and used them to fill herself with so much power that she was able to prevent injury.

      The water was cold. Heat radiated from the flaming ships. There were three of them, each attempting to sail but none making much progress as they tried to get out of the cavern. Flames engulfed them.

      Carth pulled on the flames, drawing through her connection to the S’al.

      At first, nothing happened. She thought that maybe she wasn’t able to connect to it, but then she felt a strange shifting and the flames began to slowly ease away. Heat filled her and she felt her skin begin to grow bright, filled by the power of the S’al. She could only hold so much before it erupted, and she directed the heat into the water.

      Steam hissed where her connection to the heat touched the water. She held on to it, maintaining that connection, drawing more and more heat away from the ship. Her ability to withdraw the heat seemed limited. There was only so much she could do as she tried to pull more and more off.

      A shout from on board one of the ships caught her attention, and Carth strained to reach more of the flame. How many were on board? She didn’t know enough about these men, certainly not enough to know whether they deserved this fate, but if they were the constable’s men, it seemed unlikely that they would deserve it. If all they were trying to do was protect their city, could she blame them for attempting to defend themselves? Could she deny them help? Carth needed to draw more of the heat away, but she was not certain that she could. She was barely helping a single ship.

      Maybe there was a different way that she could try to help. It would require risking herself, but she didn’t mind, nor did she think it was that much of a risk.

      She swam toward the nearest ship. When she was close enough that she could feel the nearly overwhelming sense of heat coming off it, she used a surge of shadows and propelled herself out of the water. She landed on board the ship. It was like something out of a nightmare. Burning bodies were scattered all over the foredeck. Most had the remnants of the dark hair of the men who she now knew worked for the constable, men who she now understood were local to Keyall. Where had she heard the screams from?

      She attempted to use her connection to the S’al to determine, but that connection was weaker than it should have been. Or maybe it was the fact that she continued to try to pull on the flames, attempting to draw them away, that made her weaker. Regardless, she couldn’t detect anyone alive board the ship. If she were to help them, she would have to go deck by deck and search for whoever might be trapped.

      Her connection to the flames might not help her detect anyone, but she thought she could use the shadows. She pulled on them, demanding that they strengthen her. She had used them in such a way before, pulling the shadows inside her so that they helped solidify tissue and bone. Unlike flame, which seemed to come from within, the shadows were summoned by a darkness within her, but were not a part of her.

      She attempted to reach the stairs leading below deck, but there was no way to reach it. Flames engulfed it entirely.

      Carth focused on the wood and sent an explosion of flame through it.

      She jumped. It carried her through the ship. The area beneath was full of smoke and not nearly as hot as the surface. She searched for evidence of anyone else who might be there, praying that her connection to the flame would allow her that much, and she felt them.

      There was movement not far away.

      Carth raced toward it. She found a man huddled, barely moving but breathing. Next to him was another, younger man. She grabbed them both and carried them to the opening she had created in the deck. When she jumped, she searched for a smoke-free area to set them, but there was no good place.

      If she tossed them into the water, they would likely drown.

      Just as she was beginning to think that she wasn’t going to be able to help, she noticed a pair of ships making their way over. There was a third farther out, but she couldn’t tell which direction it was heading. They had the same hull and tilt to the sails as the one she was on, giving her hope that they were with the constable. She hesitated until they were near enough, then she tossed both men into the water, creating as much splash as she could.

      When she was done, she jumped back below deck. Was there anyone else? Carth searched, pulling away heat so that she could search through it for signs of life, and found two more men. Only one of them still breathed. Carth brought them both up to the surface and tossed them into the water. One of the ships was nearer, now pulling the first two men out.

      She looked across to the other ship. The flames continued to burn, and now that she was out of the water and closer, she could tell that it was more of a sickly sort of flame, an orange and unhealthy flame. This wasn’t naturally occurring. She wasn’t convinced it was magical, either.

      Could they have some other way of reaching for fire? Could there be something like an enhancement that would create fire like that? She had seen many things in her time, enough that she wouldn’t be surprised by the possibility.

      She pulled on the flame, attempting to draw it into the water as she had with this ship. Once more, there was a subtle sense of resistance and she couldn’t tell whether it came from whatever had been used to ignite the ship or whether there was someone nearby who had caused the ships to burn, someone who opposed her.

      She needed to be closer.

      Carth jumped, thinking as she did what Alayna might say to her, the way she would chastise her for jumping in and attacking when she did not need to. But, despite any differences she might have with the constable, his men didn’t deserve to suffer. And this would be suffering. Enough had died already.

      She landed on board the second ship, pulling the shadows into her, strengthening herself. When she rolled forward, she pulled on her connection to the S’al, trying to draw it out into the water. Closer to it, she was able to send a stream of it into the sea.

      It was enough.

      A dozen charred bodies on board.

      She exploded a hole into the hull as she had the last time, and when she landed below, there was smoke and steam and the stench of burned bodies. She searched but didn’t find anyone still living.

      She had been too slow.

      She jumped back to the deck and jumped to the last ship. When she landed, she tore at the flames, sending them into the water, and angrily searched for signs of life. Seeing what she had on the other ship had angered her. This was a horrible way to destroy others.

      She found two bodies on the deck. As she was preparing to send an explosion through the planking, she heard a gasping breath.

      One of them still lived.

      Carth grabbed him and, as she dragged him to the railing, she realized that he was the one she had followed from Alistan Rhain’s home.

      There would be questions later. She tossed him into the water, flinging him as hard as she could out toward the waiting ships. When he splashed, she hoped that he didn’t sink before someone was able to get to him.

      With another explosion of fire and shadows, she went below, but she found no others here. Either they had gotten off or they had never been here.

      Carth jumped back to the surface. She looked around, hesitating for a moment to see whether there was any sign of who might have done this, and how they might have accomplished it. Maybe it was magical. Could there be someone else who had a connection to S’al? Maybe it was one of the A’ras. There wasn’t a particular reason that they couldn’t fight on behalf of others, and given what had taken place with the Reshian and the Hjan, there was a part of Carth that thought maybe they would.

      She detected nothing nearby.

      Drawing on the shadows again, she jumped.

      This time, it carried her to one of the two ships that had appeared. When she landed on the deck, she was unsurprised to see the constable working at pulling one of the men out of the water. The others were lying on the deck, still breathing.

      “Will they live?” she asked.

      The constable looked up. “You did this?”

      She glared at him. “I was with you. I think you know that I didn’t cause the explosion.”

      “Not the explosion. You went after my men.”

      “They didn’t deserve to die that way. No one does.” She looked across the water at the burning boats. One of them had begun to sink, and as it drifted below the surface of the water, steam rose around it. “There were others I couldn’t get to. They were already gone.”

      The constable stared at her and nodded slowly. “This was to be our way of preventing the Collector from succeeding,” he said. “We had a fleet—”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know how many ships in the fleet remain, but—”

      “None,” one of the men said, coughing. He opened his eyes and looked around. His gaze seemed to drift past Carth, as if he didn’t see her. Perhaps that was for the best. If he had seen her, would he have grown angry at the fact that she was here? “We’re all that managed to escape. The others were destroyed inside the cave.”

      He coughed again and sagged back onto the decking.

      Carth looked over, seeking the spot where the cave mouth should be. She could see the rocky prominence where she had tied up her dinghy, and she exploded from the deck, landing in the water near it.

      Carth powered forward with the shadows, using them to propel her deep into the water. If there were anyone remaining here, she would need to help. No one else could get there faster.

      By the time she saw the glowing remains of the rest of the fleet, she knew that it hadn’t mattered. Even had she gotten there any faster, she doubted there would have been anything she could have done.

      The walls of the cavern were splattered with fire. The way it glowed and burned was unnatural, but even more unnatural was the way the flames burned across the surface of the water.

      She saw no sign of life, nothing that would tell her that anyone still lived here.

      At least she knew this wasn’t a magical attack. A magical attack wouldn’t burn the way this did. A magical attack wouldn’t float on the surface of the water. This was almost as if someone had used a flammable substance, one that was nothing like anything she’d ever seen.

      Maybe Boiyn would have answers, but there would be no way to bring a sample to him, even if he might be able to tell her what had happened.

      Carth turned away and swam back toward the opening, a heaviness within her. It was not fatigue, though she was tired. This was fear, uncertainty. Whoever this Collector was, he was dangerous. And he wanted to reach Keyall badly enough that he was willing to destroy all of these men.

      When she pulled herself out of the water and back onto the constable’s ship, she shook her head. “There’s nothing remaining.”

      He looked back toward the cavern, and the unasked question on his lips was how she might know, but he didn’t say it. Instead, he breathed heavily. “Then the Collector will have won.”
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      A southerly wind gusted, carrying strange scents on it and making the waves the Goth Spald crested wilder than she had seen in some time. These were not the kind of seas for her to be risking the Spald to intercept another ship, but that was what she intended.

      “We’re not going to find anyone like this,” Alayna said, leaning over the railing.

      “I don’t need to board them,” Carth said. Alayna arched a brow at her. “Fine. I don’t need you to board them.”

      “You will do this yourself?”

      That was what she had decided. In the time that she had spent watching over Jenna, waiting to see if she would come around, she had decided that she had to be the one who did this. If for no other reason so that the others wouldn’t be placed in any danger.

      “You have to keep Jenna safe.”

      “We could sail on. We don’t need to do this, especially now that we have Jenna back. We could return to Cort or Asador—”

      “We will. Now that she’s responding”—that had been a relief when Boiyn had come to her and told her that Jenna had begun speaking—“I feel more comfortable doing this.”

      “But why? What makes you think you need to do this?”

      “The attack on the constables makes me think that I need to do something. They think they’re doing the right thing, but…”

      “What if they are and we’re not?” Alayna made a point of getting in front of her, forcing Carth to look at her. “We all have to make choices. Think of Jenna. What happened when she got into that fight? She ended up trapped. Again. Mine got me exiled from my homeland. It was my fault. I knew what the possible consequences of what I did would be. When I was Forgotten—”

      “Exiled. Not forgotten.” Carth thought that part of the punishment Alayna had experienced was even worse than some of the others. How could they simply think to wipe people from existence? That made the punishment even more horrible than so many others.

      “It’s the same. When I was exiled, it was because of a choice that I made. Not anyone else. What if the same is true for Talia? You can offer an alternative, but unless she wants to take it, you can’t force her to make the decision you want for her. You can’t save everyone, Carth.” Alayna smiled. “You try. The Great Watcher knows that you try, but there are some people who simply can’t be saved. You should focus your energy on those who want to be.”

      Carth swallowed. “Like Jenna.”

      Alayna nodded. “Her. Others. You’ve helped so many. I don’t want you to forget that. Just like I don’t want you to think that we would be the same if something happened to you. We would continue, but we wouldn’t be the same. None of us thinks that we would.”

      “There might be a time when you have to.”

      “Maybe, but let’s try to keep that time as far off as possible, can’t we?”

      Carth smiled and turned her attention to the sea. With the water this rough, it was difficult to see that far in front of her, but she had the advantage that she could search with her connection to the S’al. That helped as much as anything out here. She could use the shadows—and had—but they were a little more limited than trying to push out with her connection to the flame and see what she could find that way. It was how she knew there was a pair of ships nearby.

      “As you’ve told me, we’ve faced much worse before. The Collector is nothing more than anyone else we’ve ever faced. I don’t fear him, and the smugglers know something. They’re our connection to the Collector.”

      “That’s why you’re doing this?”

      “I intend to disrupt what they’re doing. Then we find the Collector.”

      She nodded to Alayna, indicating for her to take the wheel, and Carth went to the railing, staring out over the rough seas. The nearest ship was close, though she couldn’t see anything yet.

      Then she noted the top of the mast.

      Alayna noticed the mast as well and steered them toward it. When they were close, Carth jumped.

      She used the shadows within the sea to give her strength and added a hint of the S’al to it to help launch her with more force than a simple jump could provide. It was a risky technique, but with the seas as rough as they were, she thought it worth taking. The worst that would happen would be for her to fly past the ship and crash into the sea. From there, she could swim her way over.

      The jump had launched her a little high.

      She grabbed for the mast as she nearly went past, jerking to a stop and swinging down.

      When she landed, the men on the deck reacted more slowly than the last time she had done something similar. That, more than anything else, told Carth that they were little more than merchants.

      The captain started toward her, sword unsheathed, but he was a portly man and didn’t have much swagger—certainly nothing that made her think she should fear him.

      “I mean you no harm,” Carth said. She raised her hands to assuage him. What did it matter that she didn’t need a weapon in her hands to take care of him?

      “You appear on my ship out of nowhere and you tell me you mean no harm?”

      Carth flashed a smile. “What are you transporting?”

      The man’s eyes flicked to the side and Carth spun around, glaring at the pair of men near the railing who had taken a step in her direction.

      “You don’t want to do that,” she warned as one of the men started reaching for his sword. “I did, after all, appear out of nowhere.”

      “What does it matter?” the captain asked.

      “It matters. I need to know what you’re transporting.”

      “Various items.”

      “Anything that might be considered particularly unique?”

      “I have many things that are unique. I have come from the far west—”

      Carth laughed. “The far west? You’ve come from Heneld. I’ve seen this ship before.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

      The longer she was on the ship, the more she realized that she did recognize it. A merchant ship, and a captain who was notorious for trying to fabricate what he sold. There were plenty of men like him, so that wasn’t unique, but what was unique was his ability to be convincing. This could be an ideal situation to have come across.

      “I am known as many things, but the people in Heneld would know me as Carth of C’than.”

      The captain’s eyes widened and he glanced at the other men, shaking his head slightly. They had started to creep toward her, enough that she would have been forced to make a decision about them.

      “You recognize my name.”

      The captain nodded. “I have heard of what you’ve done. You are disruptive.”

      “Perhaps, but only when it’s necessary.”

      “Is Keyall under your protection now?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think that I don’t know what to make of the fact that Carth of C’than has appeared on my ship… Ah. I see your ship in the distance. That would be yours, wouldn’t it?”

      Carth risked glancing over her shoulder and wasn’t surprised to see a smuggler ship coming at them.

      “That is not mine.”

      “Then it’s coming awfully fast…”

      “They will try to ram you, much as they thought to ram me.”

      “Ram? That means your ship—”

      “Is fine. I’m not helpless, Captain.”

      “No. I doubt anyone would make the mistake of accusing Carth of C’than of being helpless.”

      Carth smiled. “You would be surprised. Now. What have you announced yourself as carrying?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      She nodded to the ship making its way toward them. Oars now jutted out of the side, sweeping quickly. They would be upon them soon. Carth debated whether to attempt to sink the other ship or protect this one. If she chose to protect this one, she would need word to get back to the Collector about what she had done.

      What was the right move?

      Could she slow the oncoming ship?

      They would need to know that she was the one responsible. That was part of her plan.

      She focused on the center of the oncoming ship and sent a tight band of S’al magic, sending it through the hull.

      Water hissed as her magic streaked toward the distant ship.

      When it struck, she noted a resistance but pushed through it.

      Carth felt the resistance of the water against her magic and pushed even more energy into it. Was it only the resistance of the water, or was it something else? Could the ship resist her attempt to use her magic?

      Another push and then she felt the resistance part. As it did, she withdrew her magic to avoid sinking the ship entirely. It slowed and then gradually began sinking anyway.

      Shouts came from the other ship, and the oars were quickly withdrawn. She smiled to herself. The oarsmen would be more interested in not sinking.

      “I think they’ll be busy for a little while, but perhaps you should sail onward from here. I think Keyall won’t be nearly as welcoming as you wanted.”

      “What did you do?” the captain asked.

      “I’ve given you time. Take it and get your ship away from here before they send another.”

      How many ships would the smugglers have? They were working with Rhain, so there would have to be more than a few, but could she convince them to risk themselves so that she could find the Collector?

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say that I don’t care for the man behind that attack. Do you need me to help you find a place to sail on to? I can offer several suggestions, but I would think you might be happier testing your luck farther north. You’ll be less likely to have such a challenge there.”

      He sighed, and she almost smiled. She could imagine the thoughts going through his head. He would need to trade honestly—at least, more honestly—were he to return to the north.

      “You still have your crew and your life. Be thankful for that. There are other ships that have come through here that have neither.”

      “Is that why you came?”

      “Partially.” She turned, preparing to jump again. “What would they think you have? You gained their attention for a reason. They would think that you have something.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Nothing? I think there’s something. Whether or not you actually have what you’ve claimed is a different matter.”

      “I advertised nothing specific. Only that I was coming out of the west.”

      That was interesting. Was the talisman from out of the west? If so, what was Talia’s role? She had thought she worked with Rhain, but what if she didn’t?

      “I’ll go,” the captain said.

      Carth smiled tightly and then jumped back toward the Spald.
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      The Goth Spald drifted along the shore, making steady progress as they headed toward the smugglers’ new hideout. Carth stood at the bow, allowing Alayna to guide them. Early morning light drifted around them and a gentle breeze blew, carrying with it the fragrance of trees and that of unseen flowers. None of it did anything to remove the memory of the charred bodies and the brutal death they had experienced.

      Carth had left the constable, wanting to see if she could find other answers, but Boiyn hadn’t known anything about the fire or what might have taken place. He had gone in search of answers, but Carth doubted there would be any. If Boiyn had any way of knowing, it would already have been on board, which meant that he would already have read it and should have remembered. He had a good enough memory that he would remember what he had seen, and it seemed unlikely that there would have been something here that would explain what had taken place.

      That might be the thing that bothered her most of all: The fact that there seemed to be no answers. Even more troubling was the fact that they had no way of countering the Collector. At least, not any way that Carth could come up with very easily.

      Which was why they were heading toward the smugglers.

      They had encountered the Collector, and they had managed to capture some of his people. Had Carth known at the time what she knew now, she wouldn’t have assisted in their release, but at the time, she hadn’t understood anything about the Collector and hadn’t known how dangerous he was.

      “Carthenne?”

      She turned and saw Boiyn. With his pale skin, he practically glowed in the faint moonlight, enough that he was easy to see. “You’ll have to get back below deck, Boiyn, before you’re spotted. We don’t want to alert them to our presence too soon.”

      “I understand, and I won’t remain here for too long, but I only wanted to talk to about that fire.”

      “What is it?”

      He glanced over his shoulder, his brow furrowed. “There’s something about it that troubles me. I can’t quite place what it is, but I seem to remember reading something about fire like that, though I don’t quite know where.”

      Carth smiled. “If you don’t remember where, then it’s not much help to us.”

      She wasn’t trying to be offensive, but was afraid that it came out that way regardless.

      “Yes. I’m well aware, Carthenne. I was just thinking that it’s possible that if we return to one of the great universities, I might be able to discover something.”

      “Heading to one of the universities means abandoning Keyall.”

      “I know that you don’t intend to leave Keyall, at least not until this matter is settled, but I was only thinking…”

      “Thank you,” Carth said.

      Boiyn tipped his head. “I haven’t done anything.”

      “You care. That’s why you want to head to one of the universities. If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t be searching for answers the way that you are.”

      He breathed out heavily and looked out at the night. “I wish I could do the things that you do.”

      “I don’t think that you do. The things that you can do are just as impressive, if not more so, than what I can do. You have a brilliant mind. We need your mind. We need you.”

      “When I was in the bad place, there were others who wanted me, and they wanted to use me.”

      “I don’t want to use you. I want you to be a part of what we do.”

      “I know that. That’s why I work as hard as I can to assist you, Carthenne. If I doubted your intentions at all, I wouldn’t have come with you.” He joined her at the railing, looking out over the water. “It’s peaceful at this time of day.”

      “It’s peaceful other times of day.”

      “Perhaps, but at other times of day I can’t venture out, not without quite a bit of shading.”

      “I wonder if there might be something that I could do to help with that.”

      “I don’t know that your shadows will help. They might be able to protect me from the sun, but I can’t see through them, not the way that you can.”

      “Then you will stay protected on the ship as you have been.”

      “It’s not so bad. Not really. It’s just that there are times when I wish I could be a larger part of what you’re doing.”

      “If you feel that way, then it’s my fault. I haven’t helped you recognize your value to what we do. Your enhancements have allowed others to do things that they didn’t believe possible. Think of Linsay. If not for your enhancements, she wouldn’t be able to fight quite as well as she can.”

      Boiyn looked over his shoulder, and Carth thought that she saw a bit of a troubled expression there.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m… I’m not sure. It’s likely nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      He shrugged. “It’s just that the enhancements that I’ve been creating these days have been of variable efficacy. What your people in Asador taught me should make them much more consistent. I haven’t changed anything, not so much that they would become that ineffective.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “As I said, I don’t think it’s anything.”

      Carth smiled at him. “I trust that you will figure out the issue.”

      “As I said, thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “All of this. You. The people of Keyall mean nothing to you, yet you fight on their behalf. Most will never know what it is that you do for them, and I know that’s the way you like it, but that doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t get recognition for what you’re doing.”

      “I don’t do it for recognition.”

      “I know that you don’t. And if you did, you wouldn’t be the same person. I doubt you would have people follow you so willingly. Yet there are times when I wonder if perhaps you shouldn’t get more recognition.”

      “Those who need to know what we do already know. And anyone else… I don’t think they need to know anything more than they do. There is no reason otherwise.”

      “Despite that, you continue to do more for the people of Keyall than you need to. They are lucky, though they do not know it.”

      Carth stared at the distant outline of the village. It was much like the last smuggler village, though more hastily made. And likely equally temporary. If it was anything like the first, there would be a trail into Keyall. “If they’re lucky, they never will.”

      She signaled to Alayna and the boat slowed even more, and Carth jumped off with a connection to the shadows, surging from the ship and toward the village.

      She landed in a roll, appearing on the rocky shores, and hurried toward the first buildings. She pressed out with her connection to the flame, looking for signs of others. The smugglers would be somewhere.

      What she detected was just beyond and up the slope of rock, leading away from the village and likely heading in a roundabout way toward Keyall. Maybe they were making their way back to the city with more supplies. As she made her way along the slope, she realized a narrow inlet flowed through here, turning up a channel that she hadn’t known existed. Carth attempted to stare through the darkness.

      Was that a ship’s mast? Was there something else?

      She slowed as she approached.

      She found a clearing through the trees and realized that there were several ships collected far below. More than she thought would have been here. How many ships did the smugglers have?

      There was the vague sense of movement, and Carth decided that she needed to reveal her presence. It would be safest for the others, not just for her.

      Carth released a connection to the flame, letting herself glow softly.

      Then she stood there, waiting.

      After a while, she noticed movement. At first it was little more than a shifting near the shadows, but the longer that she watched, the more it became clear that there truly was some movement here. Carth removed any other protection she might be carrying and stood exposed, waiting for the smugglers to come to her. “I’m looking for Kiara,” she shouted.

      The movements ceased.

      “Send Kiara to me.”

      “Do you intend to harm her?” It was a gruff voice that shouted from the darkness.

      “No. I have questions. I want to know what your connection is to the Collector.”

      There was a moment of silence, and a slender man appeared. He had dark eyes, though that could be nothing more than the shadows overhanging everything. Long hair hung to his shoulder, and given the way she held the flames, Carth could see streaks of silver work through it.

      “Kiara refuses to come meet with you.”

      “Fine, then you will do. I need to know how you captured the Collector’s people.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      They had managed to keep themselves secluded for as long as they had, but now they had drawn the attention of a greater power, and none were ready for it.

      “Let me tell you what I know. You thought to break through the line of ships. I don’t know whether the Collector was aware of Keyall before, but he certainly is now.”

      “He has always been aware of Keyall.”

      “Perhaps. But you took the talisman from him.” That last was less certain. The talisman could have been unrelated, though the timing was suspect. She hadn’t been able to find Talia again and so far hadn’t been able to learn what she was after with it, nor was she able to determine what Alistan wanted of the talisman, but that had to be the reason that Talia had claimed it. “Are you aware that the constable’s ships were destroyed tonight?”

      The man froze, staring at her. “Are you accusing me of something?”

      “No. I don’t think you have any interest in destroying the constable’s ships.”

      He shook his head. “Why would you come to that conclusion?”

      “I think you were counting on the constables being able to protect you. You were surprised when I appeared. And you thought that I worked for the Collector.” She watched the smuggler’s face, searching for confirmation that she was right, but he managed to maintain a neutral expression. “And when I appeared in the city, the constable thought that I worked for the Collector, so he focused his attention on me.” That last was mostly speculation, but maybe it would explain why he had been so rigid with Jenna.

      “The constables would not focus on you any more than they focus on others,” Carth said.

      “I assume that you’ve been working for Rhain?”

      They didn’t know that she had spoken to Rhain. That surprised her.

      “His wealth depends on trade. If he can’t move his wares, that wealth is in danger. He hired you when his ships failed, didn’t he?”

      The other man studied her, saying nothing.

      It was enough answer for Carth.

      “How did you capture the Collector’s men?”

      “They weren’t men.”

      “Those weren’t. What about the others you captured?”

      The man breathed out softly, holding Carth in his heavy gaze. “Come and sit. For these answers, you will join us by the fire.”

      Carth followed him through the trees to a small clearing nearby. She should have known that they were here, as she could detect them using her connection to the flame. There were several dozen people, and she noticed Kiara sitting on the opposite side of the fire, making a point of looking away from Carth.

      The smuggler motioned for her to sit on a fallen log, and Carth did. Someone appeared and handed her a tray of food which she took and began picking at it.

      The smuggler sat across from her and rested his elbows on his knees, leaning forward. “We were hired to move merchandise. Everything that we did was lawful.”

      Carth smiled. “I don’t work for the constable.”

      He shrugged. “I never know who he has listening. We were paid for our work, and as I said, everything that we have done has been lawful.”

      “Except you came across the Collector.”

      “I don’t know if we came across the Collector, or if we came across his people. Either way, as we were bringing in merchandise to Keyall, we encountered a pair of ships. We managed to evade one, but the other…”

      “What did you do with it?” Carth asked.

      “What did we do? We tried to outrun it, but they were quick. Faster than most ships I’ve come across. They tried to board us, but we were prepared.”

      “And how were you prepared?”

      “The man who hired us—”

      “Alistan Rhain.”

      “Outfitted each ship with a ballista.”

      Carth snorted. “I am well aware,” she said.

      “Yes. I suppose that you are. Anyway, we managed to sink a bolt into the side of the ship. They were preoccupied with it and we sent a dinghy around and boarded.”

      It was reasonable strategy. Anyone who was attacked in that way would certainly panic, and they would first attempt to dislodge the ballista bolt, thinking that was the most important thing they needed to do. Unfortunately, by the time a ballista had sunk a bolt into the side of a ship, there was precious little you could do other than attempt to seal it.

      “And you captured several of their people?”

      “Several of their people. And we found a few other items.”

      “Such as the talisman.”

      The smuggler held her gaze. “I’m not certain about any sort of talisman.”

      “I understand it wasn’t valuable to anyone other than someone who believed in the superstition of it.”

      “It was entirely made of gold.”

      “I thought you weren’t familiar with it?”

      “Fine. We were familiar with that, but we didn’t try to take it off the Collector’s ship. We were bringing it with us.”

      Carth frowned. “You were attempting to sell it for her.” That was the shop owner’s buyer. Then why was Talia the one to have broken in? Had Rhain discovered the presence of the talisman and thought to take it?

      “We were, until we encountered the Collector and his ship. When we did, we turned around and headed back for Keyall. We needed more ships than what we had, especially if the Collector learned of what we did.”

      “Which it seems that he did.”

      “So it seems.”

      “And now he has attacked the constable’s fleet.”

      “And that is unfortunate. As stubborn as that man can be, he has skilled men, and I fear that we will need some skilled men if we’re going to survive whatever the Collector decides to throw at us.”

      “It doesn’t appear that you intended to survive.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      Carth nodded into the distance. “You’re preparing to depart.” She leaned forward, suddenly understanding. “You heard about the constable’s ships and you decided that you didn’t want to risk your people anymore. So you’re leaving.”

      “It’s not worth it if we are killed.”

      “And yet, didn’t you kill those of the Collector?”

      He frowned. “We already told you what happened.”

      “Remind me.”

      “Why do you think we had them separated? One of them started talking, so they attacked.”

      She looked around at the people gathered around the fire. There might not be anything that she could do, especially as she had yet to find any evidence of the Collector other than rumors. If what they said was true, he was after an Elder Stone, but that could be nothing more than rumor.

      If it wasn’t, how would he have learned that one might be found here?

      “If you stay, I will help you.”

      The lead smuggler chuckled. “Help me what? Do you think that you can defeat him? We don’t even know how many ships he has. He certainly has enough to disrupt trade, but it’s fleeting, like little more than smoke.”

      “Thankfully, I am little more powerful than smoke.”

      “You’re one person. You might be powerful and skilled, but you are one person. The Collector will destroy you as he has destroyed so many others.”

      “And that’s why you’re running.”

      “Not running, but moving on to smoother seas. I believe that you’re something of a sailor. You should understand.”

      Carth sighed. “I understand, but I tend to prefer stormier weather. I enjoy the waves.” With that, she left the smugglers sitting behind her.
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      “I could use your help,” Carth spoke into the darkness.

      She sat on one of the rooftops, overlooking the ruins in the center of the city, uncertain whether the constable would have come. She had sent word through one of his men once again, though this time had not threatened him. After what the constable had been through, she wasn’t certain that threatening him would be useful.

      “I didn’t think you needed anyone’s help,” the constable said.

      “Most of the time, I prefer to work by myself, but I think that with whatever we are stuck facing, this is something that would be best handled jointly.”

      “I have no fleet,” the constable said, approaching on the rooftop and crouching next to her. “And even if I did, I’m not sure that I would agree to work with you.”

      Carth glanced over at him. “Because I attacked your men?”

      “Because you have no regard for the laws and culture of my people.”

      Carth studied him for a while. “How many ships do you have remaining?”

      “I haven’t decided whether I intend to help you.”

      “Have you wondered why the Collector came to attack in Keyall?”

      “Because you’re here.”

      “I don’t think the Collector cares whether I’m here or not. He became aware of Keyall—at least, enough so that he would attack—because of Alistan Rhain. Because of his smugglers. He wanted to keep moving his merchandise even though it was dangerous to do so. And now he thinks you have something of power.” Carth fell silent for a moment, waiting for him to ask what it might be. Would he admit that Keyall possessed an Elder Stone? Was such a thing even possible? When he said nothing, she shook her head. “Have you wondered why Rhain was able to maintain his wealth despite the otherwise lack of trade?”

      The constable clenched his jaw. “He sits on the tribunal.”

      “That doesn’t mean that he has done right by the city.”

      “You would have me believe that Rhain is the reason the Collector attacked?”

      “I would have you believe that he is the reason that the Collector felt the need. His smugglers—ships that he hired to try to move his merchandise—encountered one of the Collector’s ships. They captured several people, as well as whatever else might have been on the ship. And I don’t think that was what the Collector was after.”

      “What was it?”

      She watched him. “An Elder Stone.”

      His face gave away nothing. “Where are the people you released now?”

      “I… I released them.”

      “I thought you said the blame was on Rhain and his smugglers. What if they work for the Collector?”

      “I didn’t know at the time who the smugglers had captured. I didn’t know whether they were good or not. I only did what I thought was right.”

      “Which involved you freeing people who have now brought harm to my people.”

      Carth sighed. She had to acknowledge that it was possible. It could be her fault that the Collector’s people had attacked and destroyed the constable’s ships. Maybe the jars that the smugglers had found held some sort of liquid that would help them create the fires.

      “Which is why I’m offering to help.”

      “You have done enough.”

      Carth stared at him, trying to come up with what the right thing to say might be. “How many ships do you have remaining?”

      “A handful. Not enough to take on somebody who has power like we have witnessed.”

      “You’re afraid. I understand that, but you don’t need to be.”

      He watched her. “You understand so little about Keyall. Do you think that it’s only about Rhain? Do you think he’s only hired these people you call smugglers?”

      Was there another angle she hadn’t considered? Rhain was a successful merchant, and all successful merchants made a point of having multiple avenues to their success.

      What role did the constables play in all of this? There had to be something more than what she had already discovered.

      If she could only find the Collector, she would be better able to understand.

      “How long have you prevented trade in Keyall?”

      “We haven’t prevented trade. The Collector has prevented trade. My people have suffered because of it.”

      “And what if we could reopen the trading routes?”

      “Just because you might be able to open them doesn’t mean that they would remain open.”

      “No, but I have other ships beyond what have come to Keyall. If I send word, my people will come, and they will help counter the blockade the Collector has attempted.”

      “And you would do this simply because you feel guilty for my ships being destroyed?”

      “No. I would do it because it is needed. And I would do it because my people suffer from the lack of trade. This isn’t the only place where the Collector has impacted things. I don’t know the extent of his influence, but it’s more than I think we are aware of, and enough that something needs to be done.”

      “No.”

      “No? You’re not willing to work with me with your remaining handful of ships to try to counter the Collector?”

      “My handful of ships might be all that protects Keyall. So forgive me if I say no to your plan. Whatever you think you can do must be done on your own. I don’t intend to participate. My people do not intend to participate.” He looked out at the sea for a long moment, saying nothing. After a while, he sighed. “We do not care much for outsiders in Keyall, Carthenne Rel. There are many historical reasons for it, but I think that even without those historical reasons, we do well by not having others come into our city.”

      “And what of the merchants that you seek to have return?”

      “Those merchants are here temporarily. They come, they make their transactions, and then they depart. They don’t remain. They don’t attack my people. They don’t break prisoners from the stockade. And they don’t make claims against members of our tribunal, as they know that the people of Keyall are good and honorable, and that we respect the laws here.”

      Carth stared at him, trying to think of the words she might be able to say to influence him, but she realized that she would not be able to sway his opinions. He had made up his mind about her, and he had made up his mind about what she might be able to do, but there was also an element of fear that limited him. He didn’t want to risk his people and believed that his remaining ships might be all that protected them. How could she be angry with him for thinking that way?

      “I intend to take on the Collector.”

      “You are but one ship. You are but one person.”

      “I have been through something similar before. I might be one person, but it’s not that I’m powerless. I willing to use whatever power that I have to try to help.”

      “Do not get Keyall caught up in your wars, Carthenne Rel.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that I am aware of battles that you have waged and people you have offended. I am aware that you have had some difficulty. Everywhere that you’ve gone, you have demonstrated a lack of concern for the people that you have gone to.”

      “That is not at all accurate. Everywhere that have gone, I have done everything I can to help the people of those communities. I have proven that again and again.” Carth stood and backed away from the constable. “I’m not sure I will convince you, and maybe that’s okay. I don’t need to convince you, not when I know what I’ve done.” She flashed a smile at him and stepped to the edge of the rooftop. “You do what you must do, and I will do what I must do, but you should know that I am going to fulfill what I promised. I’m going to find answers about the Collector, and I’m going to see that he is stopped.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know that he can be stopped.”

      He left and she stalked off, wishing that she wouldn’t have to go it alone. That was the whole point of working with the constable. Instead, she was as isolated as she had been in a long time. In Keyall, she didn’t even have the help of the Binders as she would were she farther to the north. And she remained certain that she was right about what she needed to do.

      She wandered along the coast and searched for evidence of anything that was out of place. She used a combination of her connection to the shadows and the flame, but neither of them granted her enough awareness of what might be missing. She kept coming back to the idea that the Collector’s people—the women that she had rescued—had destroyed the constabulary ships, and if they had, wouldn’t they have remained behind?

      But maybe they hadn’t. There had been a single ship, one that had been sailing out at the same time as the explosion, that Carth had thought was nothing more than one of the constable’s ships, but maybe it was the Collector’s people escaping.

      If that were the case, it would give them something to follow. It would give them someone to find, but she would have to know which direction they had sailed.

      There might be another way to draw in the Collector, but it would require a different move.

      There were times when playing Tsatsun that she had learned that it was necessary to sacrifice certain pieces in order to ensure success. When it was game pieces, it was easy enough to sacrifice those pieces, but when it came to people—real lives—Carth wasn’t as eager.

      The sense of the city all around her left her wondering whether she had any choice but to make that sacrifice. It would be a difficult move and it wasn’t necessarily guaranteed to work, but she had no other way of drawing out the Collector. Using her connection to the shadows, she found the next person she needed to for her next move.

      “You’ve been busy,” Talia said when Carth dropped onto the street in front of her. She was dressed in a long cloak, and her hood was thrown back.

      “I could share with the constables what you’ve been up to,” she said.

      “You could, but it doesn’t seem as if you have.”

      “Why are you here, Talia?”

      “I’ve been here for years. Unlike you, Carthenne Rel.”

      “I know you serve Alistan Rhain, but you can serve the city. I can help.”

      “You would help? You’ve known Keyall for what, a week? You believe that you understand enough of our people to protect us?”

      Carth looked around. “I intend to stop the Collector.” And he had to have a connection in Keyall. That was the only answer that made sense.

      “By forcing the smugglers away from here?” Talia smiled when Carth said nothing. “You aren’t the only one who moves in the shadows, Carthenne Rel.”

      “You could help. You could defend Keyall.”

      “I think you mistake my interest.”

      Carth stared at her. She still didn’t know what role Talia had here, other than that she served Rhain. There had to be some additional purpose, but what was it? And she couldn’t move past the idea that Talia was in some sort of trouble. If she could help…

      Then again, she had a sense that Talia didn’t want her help. Maybe that was the point. Maybe she couldn’t help everyone, not like she wanted to.

      “You should be careful,” Carth said.

      “Is that a warning?”

      “Nothing like that. I intend to catch the Collector, and I don’t want you to get caught in the middle.”

      Talia watched her for a long moment. “What if I’m already caught in the middle?” She stared at Carth a moment longer before spinning and running away.

      Carth sighed. She had used Talia, but she had been forced to do so. She wasn’t certain whether she was involved, but if she was tied to the Collector, she needed to know, and this might be the only way she could learn.

      When she reached the Goth Spald, she found Alayna preparing for departure. She glanced up and, with a single look, seemed to recognize the disappointment in Carth’s eyes. “They won’t help.”

      “He’s afraid to leave Keyall undefended.”

      “Then what do you intend to do?”

      “I made a different move.” When Alayna watched her, Carth explained what she had done with Talia. “Now we have to get word to the Binders.”

      “Even if we do, it will be weeks before they manage to reach us.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t intend to wait several weeks. Not if I know you well.”

      Carth smiled tightly. “No. I don’t intend to wait several weeks. I don’t know that I can.”

      “Then what’s your plan?”

      “It’s time to play Tsatsun. It’s time to use the pieces we have to force the next move.”

      “And what if the Collector destroys our ship?”

      “That’s when I’ll get really angry.”
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      Nothing but water spread out in front of her. Carth stared into the distance, cupping her hand over her eyes, blocking out some of the bright sunlight, trying to peer into the distance. Maybe it would have been better had they done this at night. At least then, she could have had Boiyn on the top deck with her for conversation. During the daytime, it was really only Alayna. Jenna remained below deck, recovering. Linsay had elected to remain below deck with them, studying with Boiyn, hoping to find some way to help Jenna, but Carth suspected what she really needed was time. Unfortunately, that was one thing they didn’t in enormous quantities.

      As they left Keyall, they had found the burning husk of another ship. A smuggler ship. Carth didn’t know how long it had been burning, only that she had found no survivors.

      The Collector was after them.

      Carth didn’t know how to feel about the fact that the Collector had taken the bait. She used the smugglers like a piece on a Tsatsun board. If she didn’t, they would never find the Collector. Without playing the game, she knew that.

      But it also told her that she had been right about something else: The only people who knew what she was doing were the constable… and Talia. Carth doubted the Constable was involved, which left Talia as the person who was working for the Collector.

      That didn’t make sense. She had been working for Rhain—hadn’t she?

      At least she had kept the Collector away from Keyall. If nothing else, she would pull his attention away.

      “We haven’t seen anything in the last two days,” Alayna said. “What makes you think today will be different?”

      “A hunch,” Carth said.

      “A hunch. That’s all you intend to tell me?”

      Carth moved away from the railing and approached her friend. Alayna was dressed in a light dress that caught the wind, whipping around her body. She was muscular and cut a striking figure. “We have been sailing for the better part of two days, but haven’t you noticed that there has been a particular pattern to our movements?”

      “A pattern? I thought you had us patrolling, as if we could stop the Collector by ourselves.”

      “Perhaps they patrol, but what we’ve been doing is something a little different.”

      Alayna chewed on her bottom lip, a frown plastered on her face. “The smugglers. That’s what you have us doing. We’re chasing them.”

      “Following.”

      “I thought you didn’t care that they were departing.”

      “I don’t necessarily care that they’re leaving. I don’t agree with that, but I’m not about to stop them.”

      “Then why are we following them?”

      “Because they’ve already angered the Collector.”

      “You want to be there in case the Collector comes after them again? You want to be there when he reaches the smugglers to get vengeance?”

      “I want them to draw him out. I want to be able to be there and react when his ships appear.”

      “It’s a dangerous tactic,” Alayna said. “What happens if they get free from here and continue to sail westerly and…”

      “Then we turn back.”

      “You won’t continue to follow?”

      “I won’t abandon Keyall. The constables think that they can manage, but I doubt that they are as capable as they would like me to believe. Whoever this Collector is, he managed to reach the constable’s ships and destroy them.”

      “And the smugglers? If this fails and the smugglers are exposed to the Collector, will you feel guilty about that?”

      “No guiltier than they felt when they attacked the Collector’s ships and pulled several of the women free.”

      “But you know that the Collector’s people were guilty of so much more than the smugglers.”

      Carth stared out at the water. It was a calm day and the occasional wave swept toward them, but not with any real strength. The sky was cloudless, and in the distance, she saw birds circling. There was a sense of peace here. Soon, if what she planned was successful, she would be attacking. Peace would be disrupted and the calm of the sea would be destroyed.

      She hated that the Collector made her do that. She hated that the Collector was able to force her into such a position. And she hated that Alistan Rhain had been greedy enough that he had drawn the attention of the Collector, attempting to continue moving products despite the constables and what they had intended to do to keep all of Keyall safe.

      “I think that we all tend to make sacrifices. Sometimes, our sacrifices are more difficult than other times, but in this case, I know that the smugglers were taking on a job. They didn’t ever intend to get caught up in something like this. Still, when they did realize what they were caught up in, they didn’t back off. They continued to press, and they created much more difficulty for us—and for Keyall—than there would have been otherwise. For that reason, I don’t feel quite as guilty about using them as bait.”

      “Remind me not to ignore what you want me to do in the future.”

      “You think this is some sort of revenge for them choosing to do something other than what I asked?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “If only it were so easy. If only that were all that I had done, then perhaps it might be the simpler solution for us and we could be done with all of this. We could be done with all of Keyall. But it’s not.”

      “When this is over, and when we return north—I presume we’re still returning north?” she asked, arching a brow at Carth and waiting for a nod. “What’s your intent with Keyall? Do you plan for the people here to be pulled into the Binders?”

      “I don’t think they can be.”

      “Good. I don’t think so either, but I never know quite what you intend, especially when it has to do with the Binders.”

      Carth glanced over, smiling at her. “Especially then? The Binders are only for information. They aren’t meant for anything more than that.”

      Alayna laughed softly. “Perhaps originally we were intended as only information gatherers, but you saw the need for something else. Because of you, we have trained them to be more than that. Now they’re fighters.”

      “Only to keep themselves safe.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it.”

      Carth looked into the distance. Maybe it was more than that, and maybe she did know it, but that didn’t make it easier. She had never wanted to prepare a fleet of fighters—an army—but she couldn’t deny that was what they were. They had come so far from the frightened women they once had been, and because of that, they were able to move freely.

      Possibly too freely. Could it be that she and the Binders had set up events? Could it be that they were the reason that people like the Collector existed?

      And it was exactly what the constable had accused her of doing.

      She had argued because she hadn’t wanted to create anything more than a way for those with her to protect themselves, but that didn’t seem to be possible without adding the extra capability of destroying others.

      “That’s not what I wanted.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t, but sometimes our moves have unintended consequences.”

      Carth smiled at her and patted her on the shoulder. “Let me know if you see anything.”

      Alayna nodded and Carth went below deck.

      She stopped to check on Jenna first and found her sitting in her cabin, her eyes still wearing that haunted expression that Carth had seen when she had first rescued her. So far, the constable hadn’t made an effort to recapture her, and Carth suspected that had something to do with the fact that Carth had helped the constables. How long would that last before he decided his internal morality overrode all the help that she had offered?

      The cabin was like most of the others on the Goth Spald and sparsely decorated. Most of them had few belongings, and Jenna had the fewest of all. What she had was weapons. A collection of knifes was spread open on a table, nestled into black leather. A longsword was slung over a chair, likely too long to be of much use to Jenna, though Carth was never certain what Jenna might be capable of doing. With enough rage, she might be more than able to handle such a weapon. A pitcher of water rested on the floor, the boards around it stained with moisture. Carth imagined Boiyn responsible for bringing the water to Jenna.

      “How are you?”

      Jenna glanced up and blinked slowly. “I am fine, Carth.”

      “If you were fine, you’d be up in the mast nest. The fact that you are here tells me that you still need help.”

      “I need less help than most think.”

      “We care about you.”

      Jenna looked up at her, those haunted eyes almost enough to make Carth take a step back. “Do you? Sometimes it seems that all you care about is your games.”

      “We’re all a part of what needs to happen,” she said.

      “And just what is it that needs to happen, Carth? Do we need to be here and fighting the people in Keyall? Do we need to fight this Collector?”

      Carth took a seat next to Jenna.

      “Do you remember when I found you?”

      Jenna’s eyes narrowed. “I remember it like it was yesterday.”

      What she said next would be hard, but Carth thought it necessary. “You were caged. The people of Ynal claimed you were feral.”

      “They claimed that I was nothing more than an animal.”

      “And why was that?”

      She knew some about Jenna, but not as much as she thought she needed to, especially not to help her. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

      “I think it does matter. What you went through was wrong. What you experienced affects you to this day. Understanding the why of it will—”

      “Will what?” Jenna snapped, looking up at Carth. “Help you make me stronger? Allow you to teach me? Turn me into something that I don’t know that I want to be?”

      “I was going to say that it would help me know you better.”

      Jenna stared at the wall behind Carth, a blank expression in her eyes. “You don’t have to pretend that you’ll do anything other than use me.”

      “Why do I need to pretend anything? I care about you. We all do.”

      Jenna grunted. “Linsay doesn’t.”

      Carth shrugged. “Linsay has her own issues, much like Alayna does. And I do. We’re all broken in our own ways, and we’re all trying to find a way to understand what we need to do.”

      They fell into silence for a while, and eventually Jenna looked up at her. “I don’t know how to let it go,” she said with a whisper.

      “You don’t have to let it go. I’m not sure that you should.” She reached for Jenna’s hand and took it. “I think about when I lost my parents. That was an awful day. Before then, I had been happy. We had traveled a lot, but that had never bothered me, not the way it might have had I known why we traveled. We were always happy. A family. That day, everything changed. The world became… darker.”

      Jenna met her eyes. “You discovered your connection to the shadows then?”

      “Not then, but it wasn’t much later that I discovered what I could do. I think that I would have learned of my connection to them regardless, and I think my mother wanted me to learn from the A’ras, but would I be the person I am now had I not had those experiences? Would I have been there to help you?”

      “I haven’t helped anyone.”

      “You have helped more than you realize. Most people we help will never know what we’ve done. They will only know that something changed, but they won’t necessarily know why or who to thank. And that’s the way it should be.” She squeezed Jenna’s hand a moment. “You had something horrible happen to you. Maybe you don’t want to share, but I think it can help. And you shouldn’t forget what happened to you. You need those memories. Those are what make you strong.”

      “I didn’t feel strong when I was trapped in Keyall. I felt… I felt like the savage you saved. All I could think about was getting free, and all I could do was stand there, unable to get out.”

      “I’m sorry we didn’t break you out sooner. I’m sorry I had Boiyn make an enhancement that would calm you. I didn’t think… I didn’t expect…” Carth couldn’t finish. It was hard for her to admit to making a mistake. Jenna had needed her compassion, not some easy fix from Boiyn. Wasn’t that the same reason she had wanted to train Linsay without enhancements?

      Jenna said nothing and Carth was content to hold her hand. There was a comfort there, and there was calm and quiet and peace. Jenna needed that peace the same way that Carth needed the peace she experienced when staring out at the sea.

      “They destroyed my homeland.”

      “What?”

      “Ynal. When you found me, they had destroyed my family. Everything I knew. My way back to my homeland.”

      “Where is your homeland?”

      “Far from here. We were sailors and we came east to trade. Ships from Ynal found us first and attacked. They took me to Ynal and wanted to… I don’t know what they wanted. Whatever it was, you saved me from it.”

      “You’re from the west? Beyond the map?”

      She unfolded her map and set it on her lap in front of Jenna. The other woman stared at it, a trace of a smile slipping onto her lips. “Beyond your map.”

      “You aren’t that good of a sailor.”

      “That wasn’t my task,” Jenna said softly.

      Carth studied her. “When this is over, would you guide us to your homeland?”

      Jenna licked her lips. “That was all I thought about when you first rescued me. I would spend hours staring at your maps, searching them for signs of my people, but your maps…”

      “They’re incomplete,” Carth said.

      Jenna nodded.

      “How long were you captive?” Carth stared at her friend, thinking that she understood why Jenna had panicked the way that she had when they had captured her in Keyall. Had Carth known, she would never have allowed the constables to hold her, not for nearly as long as they had. “It was longer than you led us to believe, wasn’t it?”

      Jenna closed her eyes. “It was.”

      “How long?”

      “Years.”

      Years. Carth thought that she understood. Her reaction made more sense knowing what she must have experienced. And Carth thought that she had suffered. “Oh, Jenna. I’m so sorry.”

      “You saved me from it.”

      “Not soon enough.”

      Jenna took a deep breath and opened her eyes. When she did, some of the darkness had faded. The haunted expression remained, but it wasn’t quite what it had been. “It happened when it needed to happen. I’m thankful you came for me. I don’t know how much longer I would have survived had you not.”

      “You’re a fighter. You’re strong. Stronger than I had even known. You would have survived.”

      “I don’t know that I would have, Carth. Without you coming for me, I don’t know.” Jenna sighed. “Which is why I think you’re right. We do need to help people who are like me.”

      “I don’t think the people of Keyall quite compare to what happened to you.”

      “Not yet, but if this Collector gains more strength? If he begins to rule in Keyall? And if his reach extends beyond here and to other places? I think that’s exactly what we need to stop.”

      “You will help?”

      Jenna took another deep breath and then nodded. “I’m with you, Carth.”

      Carth sat by her for a few moments and then made her way to the door. It was time to check on Boiyn and Linsay and see what progress they had made with understanding the fire—and a way to possibly counter it. As she reached the door, Jenna called out.

      “Carth?”

      She looked over her shoulder and met Jenna’s eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For you. For what you’ve done. For standing by me and rescuing me again.”

      “There might come a time when I’ll need you to rescue me.”

      “I would do it. Anything for you.”

      Carth hesitated and made her way back to Jenna, pulling her into a quick embrace. When she let go, a tear had started down Jenna’s cheek, but she smiled. With that, she erased most of the haunted expression from her face.
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      They found no sign of the Collector as they sailed.

      Carth was growing frustrated. They had followed the smugglers away from Keyall for days, hoping that the Collector might have some way of tracking them and that he would come after them, but he had not. Could he have learned that Carth was chasing them?

      That didn’t seem likely.

      Then again, how could she count on the Collector finding them? They might have several ships, but they certainly didn’t have enough to draw attention in the massive ocean. It wasn’t as if the Collector could watch everywhere.

      “How much longer do you intend to sail?” Alayna asked.

      The skies were still clear to the east, but the longer she looked toward the west, the more she saw darkness and clouds. Thunder rumbled, and if they intended to continue sailing in that direction, they would face storms. She didn’t fear getting caught in most storms, but there were some that could be devastating. There were some that could be incredibly destructive. It would be better—and easier—to ride out the storm in port.

      “I think we need to turn back,” she said.

      “I know you’re frustrated by that,” Alayna said.

      “Not so much frustrated as I am disappointed. If we can’t find any evidence of the Collector, there’s nothing that we can do to make an impact on Keyall.”

      “Maybe we have to let them handle this on their own.”

      “And if they can’t? If there’s nothing they can do despite their desire to do so? I don’t like it.”

      Thunder rumbled again, and this time it sounded close, close enough that it practically filled her, trying to rattle her bones. The clouds thickened, the kind of thickening that threatened a significant rain.

      Jenna slid down from the mast nest and made her way over to them. “I’ve seen clouds like that,” she said.

      “I think we’ve all seen clouds like that.”

      “No. This is different. This is from when I was younger.”

      Carth studied her a moment. Since Jenna had acknowledged her past, she had become much more willing to open up about it, even if only a little. Maybe there would be some good that could come out of what had happened to her in Keyall.

      “It’s a storm,” Alayna said.

      “It is a storm, but there is violence in that type of storm. If it reaches us…”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because it’s the kind of storm that forced my family farther east. Had we not encountered something quite like that, I don’t know that I would have been captured. I don’t know that I would have been placed in the cage. I don’t know that I would have—”

      Carth rested her hand on Jenna’s shoulder. Jenna was starting to escalate, her anxiety beginning to increase, and Carth wanted to settle her down, if only a little. “We will turn back,” she said. “Let Boiyn and Linsay know that we are returning.”

      “Do you think he can find an answer to the strange fire that consumed the constable’s ships? If the Collector attacks like that again—”

      “He has a day until we return,” Carth said.

      “We’ve been sailing for several days,” Alayna said. “It will take us at least that many more before we can return to Keyall.”

      “I can help us move more quickly,” Carth said. She watched the distant clouds. In the time that they had been talking, they had thickened and had grown darker. How much longer would it be before the storm was upon them? Could she move them fast enough to get ahead of it? “And if the storm continues to move the way I think it will, we might need every bit of speed that I can facilitate.”

      Alayna returned to steering the ship and Jenna hurried below. After a while, Linsay came above deck and joined Carth at the railing. “You’ve turned back.”

      “I didn’t have much choice,” Carth said.

      “You don’t think we can outrun the storm?”

      “I don’t know what’s out there, if anything.”

      “What about the smugglers?”

      Would the smugglers be in danger of the storm? Could they outrun the weather?

      How long had they been following? In the time that they had, she hadn’t seen any sign of the smugglers, not enough to know where they might have gone. For all she knew, there was some remote island out here where they would have been able to get to safety.

      “I don’t know that I can help the smugglers.”

      Linsay glanced over at her. “You can’t leave them. It’s because of them that you have some idea of where to go to find the Collector.”

      Carth looked back at the storm front. It was moving quickly, and though she used her connection to the shadows to propel them back to Keyall, the storm was still gaining on them.

      “If we attempt to turn back, our ship will be destroyed. We need to keep going.”

      “She’s right,” Jenna said, joining Carth. “You can’t leave them. We can’t leave them.”

      “You’re agreeing with Linsay?”

      “Only when she speaks the truth. I don’t like it, but she’s not wrong.”

      “Our ship won’t be able to withstand heavy winds. The sails will fail and then we’ll be stranded.”

      Jenna glanced at the dinghy tied in the back of the boat. “Not all of us. Do what you know you need to,” she said.

      It was tempting… and it was the sort of thing she was typically willing to do. So often, she went off on her own, and now Jenna was encouraging her to do so. “If I go, I can’t help the Goth Spald, not in a way that will keep her safe.”

      “Trust Alayna. She’s been sailing the Spald long enough that she knows how to navigate us. Besides, I think we have enough of a headway that we should be able to keep moving,” Jenna said.

      Linsay studied Jenna. “You want Carth to go alone out into that?”

      “You would risk all of us?” Jenna asked her.

      “If one of us goes, all of us should go.”

      “No. Jenna’s right,” Carth said with a sigh. “This is something that I can do, but I’m not sure that the rest of you can participate in. I will go.”
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      Wind whipped around Carth, tearing at her hair and clothes. Mist coming off the sea already had her soaked, and she was forced to pull on a trickle of connection to the S’al to stay warm as she pushed through the water with her connection to the shadows, sending the small dinghy through the water at incredible speeds. Carth was no longer certain how much of the wind was from the oncoming storm and how much was from the speed with which she propelled herself forward.

      She couldn’t see the Spald. It hadn’t taken long for it to grow even more distant, enough that it disappeared into the horizon. Alayna would guide the ship and should be able to get them to safety, though it might not be to Keyall. That had been the agreement. If the storm overwhelmed them, they should be able to get someplace. There were other islands nearby, some that could offer shelter, though they might lose the ship.

      It wouldn’t come to that. Carth couldn’t let it come to that.

      She saw no sign of the smuggler ships. It was increasingly difficult for her to hold on to her connection to the shadows while she also held on to the connection to the S’al and use it to search for signs of anyone who might be out there.

      Had this been a mistake?

      She didn’t think that it had, but then again, she had thought that she could reach the smugglers before the storm. They had been following them for days, long enough that she should have been able to reach them before the storm. Now she wasn’t certain.

      The storm rumbled overhead. It would be significant. Lightning flashed and blinded her, forcing her to squeeze her eyes shut to adjust. When she did, she lost track of where she headed. That was a danger.

      Waves crashed around her.

      The little dinghy wasn’t the kind of boat she wanted to spend much time in on the water, but it was better that it be her out here on the dinghy than to risk the rest of her crew. They wouldn’t have been able to do anything, and it was easier for her to push a smaller boat with speed than it would have been for her to use the Spald.

      The dinghy rolled to the side. Carth clung onto the gunwale, wanting to have a grip on it if the boat were to flip. Without the boat, she’d have no way of getting back to the others. She wouldn’t be able to swim in this, and even her abilities would be overmatched.

      It reminded her of stories of the sea she’d been told by men of the Reshian long ago. They had believed that the sea was alive and that there were creatures within that would swallow entire ships. In all her time sailing, Carth hadn’t seen anything that would make her believe those rumors, but she had seen things that had surprised her. For all she knew, maybe one of the sea creatures of rumor was responsible for this storm.

      Eventually, she would need to turn back if she found nothing. But when? What would be the point where she decided that she couldn’t go any further? When would she decide that she had to turn around?

      Another peal of thunder rumbled.

      A wave slammed into her, sending the dinghy spinning.

      Lightning flashed.

      With the afterimage, Carth saw the outlined form of a massive ship.

      It was close enough that she should have noticed it, but was she spending too much energy trying to keep herself warm?

      The only way to know was to release the connection to the S’al that kept her warm.

      When she did, she sent it in a pulse around her.

      The ship was there.

      Were there others?

      Carth directed herself toward the location of the ship. The storm pushed against her, almost as if it wanted to prevent her from reaching the smugglers. Could the sea be angry with them? Could the storm side with the Collector?

      As she approached, she recognized the ship. She’d seen it in the smugglers’ village.

      She had found the smugglers.

      At least, she had found one of their ships.

      Carth surged toward it, sending the dinghy streaking toward it and practically colliding with the side of it. With the waves rolling around her, there wasn’t anything that she could do to control her speed.

      She grabbed the line at the bow of the dinghy and jumped, powered by the shadows, only pausing once she landed long enough to tie the dinghy to the railing.

      Five smugglers worked on the deck, each attempting to keep the sails under control. She recognized several, including Kiara, and approached. She would start with Kiara but would likely need to find the captain. “Where are the others?” Carth yelled over the sound of the storm.

      Kiara jerked around and her eyes widened when she saw Carth. “You? How?”

      “The other ships. Where are they?”

      “Lost!”

      “What of the people?”

      “We’ve managed to get most of them on board, but we lost some…”

      Carth sent a pulse of S’al through her, reaching through the ship. There were dozens of people below deck. There might be something she could do to help, at least to get them to safety.

      “You have to turn back,” Carth said.

      “We’re trying. The wind keeps changing direction. It’s difficult to hold a steady tack.”

      Carth looked away from the storm, toward the east. “Have your people pull my dinghy onto the boat. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “What you can do? This is a ship! You can’t—”

      Carth leaned into her. “I reached you, didn’t I? Pull the boat on board.”

      Kiara watched her for a moment and then raced off. Carth wondered whether she would listen or whether she would go to the captain, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the captain attempted to head east. She could influence the rest.

      When she stood at the stern, pushing on the shadows, she felt as if the water itself resisted.

      Carth sent another surge, this one with even more force.

      It wasn’t that the water resisted but that the waves were enormous. They were almost too much to navigate over.

      Carth ignored them and focused only on the darkness. She pulled from the water, from the clouds, from that small part within herself, and sent it through her, thickening the shadows so that she could send the ship up and over the waves.

      She didn’t know whether it would be enough.

      It had to be.

      The ship started to list, tilting to the starboard side as a gust of wind hit with the waves. Several of the smugglers began shouting. Several of them worked near the railing. Had someone fallen in?

      Carth shifted her focus, sending the shadows to oppose the sudden change in direction. If she could resist it…

      The ship continued to tilt.

      Water surged over the deck.

      Carth slipped and started sliding toward the railing. She struck it and lost her connection to the shadows. She gathered them back to herself, but the momentary lapse was enough that when she looked up, she saw the ship tipping further.

      With an explosion of flame and shadows against the water, she pushed up, trying to right the ship. It wasn’t enough.

      They would sink.

      People shouted around her. She ignored them—she had to, or she wouldn’t be able to focus on what she could do to help.

      Using another explosion of flame and shadow, she attempted to right the ship again. She was standing on the railing, the ship nearly completely tipped over, waves crashing against the deck. Were those below deck drowning?

      The ship started to correct.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Another wave came, this one massive.

      If she failed, she could see the wave pulling them under.

      Carth surged again, pushing everything she could into the effort. Water hissed and steam rose around her.

      The ship continued to correct its course.

      A little more and they might make it.

      She surged again.

      It wasn’t enough.

      The ship tipped.

      “Abandon ship!”

      The call rang out, louder and calmer than Carth thought she would have been able to manage. People started splashing into the water, each piling into the dinghies tied to the ship, including Carth’s.

      Someone grabbed her sleeve and pulled on her. “Come on!”

      She turned and found Kiara trying to pull her away. She stumbled along the railing, weakened from the effort of pushing with her shadows and flame, and was dragged into one of the awaiting dinghies. People had piled in, so many that Carth couldn’t imagine that they would hold them, but somehow they managed.

      The small boats bobbed on the water, and the people in them were crammed so tightly that no one could row.

      Carth would have to push on the shadows.

      Did she have enough strength remaining?

      Thunder rumbled and lightning crashed around them. Carth pushed her way toward the back of the dinghy and found an opening. She pulled on the shadows, sending them through the water, over the waves, and away from the storm.

      She doubted they would outrun it, but she had no choice other than to try.

      The effort of what she did created an area around both of the dinghies, and she worked on them.

      Carth continued to push on the shadows, sending the dinghies sweeping away from the storm. Thunder rumbled, and every so often she noted flashes of light around her, bright enough that it made it difficult to keep her focus. Those bright flashes would blind her temporarily. She looked behind her and happened to do it at the same time as one of the flashes of light. For a moment, she thought she saw another ship trailing them, but she decided that had to be only her imagination. The only ship that was out there would be hers, and if Alayna had done her job, she would be far removed from here, far enough away that they wouldn’t be able to catch up.

      She stared in the distance, trying to make out what she had seen, but the skies remained dark. The winds shifted and began pushing against her, as if trying to drive her back into the storm itself.

      “We have to row harder,” someone shouted. Carth wasn’t sure who had called out—she was having a difficult time with maintaining her focus with the storm battering her—and she continued to push, straining against the effort of the storm to drive her the other way.

      They wouldn’t be fast enough.

      The longer they were here, the more she was aware that they wouldn’t be able to outrun the storm. Not only was she not strong enough, but with the winds blowing the way they were, it pushed against them. She’d already expended so much strength trying to keep the ship from sinking—and failing—that she didn’t think she had enough strength remaining to get them any further.

      They would sink, and they would be destroyed in the storm.

      The winds shifted again, swirling around. Carth had been in storms like this before, but never while sailing. She had always had the sense to get off the water when a storm like this was approaching, and had always had the means to do so. Out here in the middle of the ocean, there was no way for her to get to safety, not easily. She was stranded. They all were.

      She continued to press through the shadows, but even as she did, she was aware that it wasn’t going to be enough. Rain battered them. It came down in sheets, and Carth couldn’t see anything other than the rain. She couldn’t hear anyone around her other than the steady sounds of the thunder. The occasional flash of lightning no longer illuminated anything other than the water sluicing around her.

      She wouldn’t give up. She couldn’t.

      It wasn’t in her to simply abandon those with her, though failing also wasn’t something she was accustomed to. Carth had never failed to protect those she cared about. And now she had failed repeatedly. She had failed at understanding what—and who—the Collector was and what he was after. She had failed to protect the constables and their ships. She had failed to protect the smugglers. And because of that, she would let down her Binders. They would lose her and whatever protections she could offer.

      Still, she refused to give up. She refused to stop pushing on the shadows, refused to stop trying.

      Between the rain and the thunder and the lightning, Carth lost track of time. She lost track of everything other than her discomfort, and she knew that she wasn’t alone. Everyone with her was equally uncomfortable.

      The winds shifted again, once more blowing them back into the storm. At the same time, she felt her strength, her connection to the shadows, fade. There was nothing more that she could do. They were at the storm’s mercy—and they were failing. The storm would claim all of them.
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      Someone shook Carth awake.

      She didn’t know when she’d fallen asleep—or how she had fallen asleep—but she was lying half out of the dinghy, her hand trailing through the water, and jerked around to see Kiara staring at her. Carth blinked and it took a moment to realize that the storm had eased. Rain still battered them, but it was growing less intense with every passing moment. Thunder rumbled, though it was a distant sense. The sky was even lighter.

      “What happened?” Carth asked.

      “Somehow, you fell asleep.”

      “I did?” she asked.

      Kiara shrugged. “We were screaming, and a wave struck us, and you… glowed… for a moment. After that, we passed beyond the storm.”

      Carth looked around. How had she done that? She didn’t even remember using her connection to S’al, but that was what Kiara was describing. Could she have somehow used it without realizing it? It was possible, but it wasn’t something that she had done before.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. The storm is behind us. It seemed like it was going to roll over us, but then it fizzled out. We’ve continued to row, trying to get beyond it, and we think that we’re far enough away from the storm that it shouldn’t overwhelm us again.”

      Beyond the storm. Had the Spald managed to outrun it too? There had been that ship she thought she had seen within the lightning flashes, but maybe it hadn’t been anything more than her imagination.

      “Where are your people rowing to?”

      “We’re trying to reach one of the barrier islands. From there, we can try to find another ship. Maybe we can get passage back to the north.”

      “If we can reach my ship, I can offer passage to as many as I can carry,” Carth said.

      “Why?” Kiara asked.

      “Because I can help.”

      “Not that. Why did you come after us?”

      “Because you needed help,” Carth said.

      Kiara stared at her. “We’ve heard the stories of Carthenne Rel. I don’t know anyone who travels the sea who wouldn’t have heard those stories. You’re not what we expected.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “Violence. Destruction. The same as you’re rumored to have done everywhere else you’ve gone.”

      Carth smiled. It wasn’t the kind of rumor she wanted, but there was value in others seeing her in such a way. She tested her connection to the shadows and found that it was mostly restored. She pushed them forward, sending both dinghies surging through the water.

      “Rumors are merely that.”

      “The rumors about the Collector are more than that.”

      Carth sighed. “I thought that you might have found him. We were following you, hoping that you might draw him out.”

      “He’s too clever for that.”

      “What do you know of him?”

      The other smuggler she knew, Eran, was sitting nearby. “The Collector is about power. He has destroyed trade, forcing it to go through him. We wanted only to keep our cut.”

      “That’s it?”

      Eran shrugged. “Does it have to be about more?”

      Carth was convinced there was more to it. “What about the rumors that he’s after an Elder Stone?”

      Eran snorted. “Those are rumors.”

      “They’re more than rumors,” Kiara said.

      Eran glared at her. “Are they? What we’ve seen of the Collector is nothing more than a chase for power. It’s no different than others we’ve encountered.” He turned his attention to Carth, holding her with a hard gaze.

      “I don’t want power,” Carth said softly. “I want what’s right.”

      Silence fell between them. Finally, Eran spoke up. “I don’t know anything more. We thought we could find a way to trade for better terms. Maybe something more.” He met her eyes and his were haunted. “There’s not much known about him. No one we know has even seen him. He manages to stay ahead of us, almost as if he’s playing with us.”

      Kiara nodded. “The only time we’ve gotten lucky was the time we came across one of his ships.”

      “And stole from him. Abducted several of his people.”

      “You can judge us if you want, but we have done what we needed to survive. We were going to trade for our livelihood,” Eran said.

      Wasn’t it the same for Carth? Perhaps not the abduction, but doing what was needed to survive. That was all she had ever claimed. She had done it a different way, and though she didn’t agree with the way the smugglers might have operated, that didn’t mean that her way was right and their way was wrong. Maybe she had to revisit what she believed of the constables also. They had been rigid and had refused to compromise on the structure of discipline they offered, tormenting Jenna because they thought they needed to, but these were not people that Carth needed to overrule. She needed to find some way to work with them. It was different than what she had come across in other places. There was not the same corruption, and without that, how could Carth do anything other than try to work with them?

      “I’m not judging, not anymore. I made a mistake judging you at all.”

      “That’s why you came to help?” Kiara asked.

      “I came to help because it was the right thing to do,” Carth said.

      Kiara looked at the others on the dinghy. “We’re not much, not anymore, but perhaps we could work together.”

      “I think we should,” Carth said.

      “First we have to get off the water.”

      Carth sighed and continued to push with her shadows, sending them over waves that lacked the intensity of the ones they had struggled against before. The wind didn’t push against them in the same way, either. It seemed as if they had caught a fortuitous current, and they moved even more swiftly than what she would have been able to achieve with only her shadows.

      Someone shouted and began to point into the distance. Carth stood and peered into the growing light, making out the faint outline of something in the distance. As they approached, it became increasingly clear that it was a ship. Somehow, they had managed to find someone else on the water. For a moment, she thought that maybe it was the Collector, but she recognized the shape of the sails and then the ship itself.

      “It’s the Spald,” Carth said.

      Kiara looked at her. “What?”

      Carth smiled. “It’s my ship.”

      She wasn’t sure if they would notice the dinghies. They were too small against the water and the ship was heading in the same direction, so for the Spald to notice them, they would have to overtake her. Either that or she would have to move swiftly enough for Jenna to see them from the mast seat.

      She redoubled her effort, using the shadows to push with more and more strength until she began to catch up to her ship. After a while, it seemed as if the Spald began to slow, and then it was clear that they had. The ship turned, coming about so that it could catch up to the dinghies.

      Carth felt a wave of relief as they approached. When she had entered the storm, she wasn’t certain that she would ever get to safety, and then when the ship had sunk, Carth had resigned herself to her fate, expecting that she would sink alongside the ship and the smugglers. Instead, somehow she had survived. Somehow, they all had survived. And now they would get to safety. Now they would reach her friends, and they would get free.

      When the Spald pulled up alongside, Alayna looked down and saw Carth among them. “You’re alive.”

      “So it seems,” Carth said.

      Alayna looked at the others in the dinghy with Carth and shook her head. “How is it that you managed to keep them all alive?”

      “She wasn’t the one who kept us alive,” Kiara said as Jenna pulled her into the ship.

      Alayna arched a brow but Carth only shrugged. “I didn’t. I attempted to keep the ship from sinking, but failed. I tried to push the dinghy through the water faster, but even in that, I wasn’t enough to outrun the storm.”

      Carth climbed over the railing, relieved to be back on the deck of the Goth Spald. She looked around and noticed Linsay watching her from near the stairs leading below deck. Carth nodded to her and Linsay smiled tightly. She approached and let out a deep sigh.

      “Thank you,” Carth said.

      “Why?” Linsay asked.

      “I don’t know that I would’ve gone after them had it not been for your reminder.”

      Linsay grunted. “I doubt you needed my reminder. You likely would’ve come around eventually.” She watched as the smugglers came on board. There wasn’t enough room on the ship for all of them, not for an extended sail, but that wasn’t what they needed. They needed only to get to port, where they could be let off. “What now? I was looking at your map—”

      Carth chuckled. “Did you have to push Jenna out of the way?”

      Linsay frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing. It’s not important. What were you saying?”

      “I was just going to comment on the places near here where we could stop. There are a series of islands nearby, and any one of them should have a place that could provide supplies. They could remain with them.”

      Carth looked over at the smugglers. That was the same thing that Kiara had said, though she had a sense that the other woman didn’t really want to be stranded on a smaller island. That left limited options, though there were some.

      “I think we need to head to Keyall,” Carth said. “There should be ships there, especially if the Collector went after the smugglers.”

      “And what if the Collector didn’t?”

      Carth sighed. “Then we need to stay in Keyall and offer whatever support we can to the constable and the merchants. We need to reopen the trade routes so that the people of Keyall don’t suffer any more than is necessary.”

      “I don’t like it,” Linsay said.

      “I thought you liked Keyall.”

      “Oh, I like the city well enough. It’s this plan that you have. I don’t like the idea of returning, especially if we don’t know what we might face.”

      “Who says that we will face anything?” Carth asked. “Maybe the Collector went after the smugglers, and maybe his people were caught in the storm.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Carth shrugged. There had been that ship that she had seen during the storm. It might have been nothing more than her imagination, but if it had been real, then wouldn’t it be possible for the Collector to have lost his people to the storm?

      “I don’t know that I believe it, but maybe he was weakened. At least, we can hope that he was.”

      Carth turned back to watching the people as they continued to board and get settled. The smugglers made quick work of tying up the dinghies, keeping them attached to the Spald. Carth felt a strange attachment to her dinghy, especially as it had kept her alive.

      She turned back to Linsay and found that the woman was gone. What had upset her? Was it the fact that they had so many more people on board, people who might displace her from her time with Boiyn? If anyone should be upset, Carth would have expected it to have been Boiyn, especially as he was quite particular about having his own space.

      Carth joined Alayna at the wheel.

      “If you’d like to navigate, you don’t need to ask permission. It is your ship.”

      “No. You’re doing well enough.” When Alayna glared at her, Carth flashed a smile. “Besides, I’m feeling a bit too tired to do much more than observe.”

      “You did a good thing.”

      “It was necessary. Linsay was right about that.”

      “Still. You did a good thing.”

      “I would love it if doing a good thing were not quite so life-threatening.”

      “I would like it if being with you weren’t quite so life-threatening, but we don’t always get what we want with that, do we?”

      Carth chuckled. “No. I guess we don’t. Maybe the next time—”

      “Carth!”

      Carth looked up and noticed Jenna sliding down the mast. She ran over.

      “What is it?”

      “You take a look,” Jenna said.

      Carth glanced over at Alayna. The other woman shrugged. “See? What did I tell you about being around you?”

      “We don’t know that it’s life-threatening.” Carth looked over at Jenna, but the look on her face said more than enough. “What is it?” she asked.

      “You have to see this for yourself.”

      Carth used a surge of shadows to jump, landing in the mast nest. Jenna climbed up more traditionally and joined her, pointing out into the distance to the east.

      It took Carth a moment for her eyes to adjust, but when they did, she saw what Jenna had seen.

      Flames.

      She sent a surge of shadows behind her, pushing the ship quickly through the water so they could reach the flames. By the time they did, the other ship was already sinking. As it did, the flames remained on the surface, not extinguishing as the ship went below.

      It was the same as what had happened with the constable’s ships.

      “What happened there?” Jenna asked.

      “The Collector happened,” Carth said. Anger bubbled up within her, but there was helplessness, too. It seemed that no matter what she did, the Collector managed to harm others.

      “What are we going to do?” Jenna asked.

      “We are going to go to Keyall. We are going to ensure that no one else suffers like that.”

      “Why Keyall?”

      “Because the Collector seems to find it important for some reason.” Could it be the Elder Stone? Linsay believed it nothing more than rumor, but Boiyn felt otherwise… and she believed Boiyn knew more than Linsay. “And we will ensure he isn’t able to harm anyone else.”

      Carth half-expected Jenna to argue with her, but she didn’t. She did nothing other than nod. Carth didn’t have to question what Alayna would want her to do—she knew that she would agree—but what of the smugglers? Would they agree? Would they help and ensure that the Collector didn’t harm anyone else the same way they had harmed those in Keyall—and now out on the ocean?

      Maybe the best option was for Carth not to give them the choice. She could bring them to Keyall—and to safety—and they could decide whether they participated. If they did, Carth would have more help in slowing and possibly stopping the Collector. If they didn’t, she would have to somehow convince the constable to participate.

      For some reason, Carth thought that might be almost as hard as stopping the Collector.
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      They found a few more ships before reaching Keyall, but thankfully, none were burning. Why had they attacked the other one?

      There was nothing about it that was unique, not from what Carth could tell. Nothing that would give them a reason to attack.

      Then why?

      At each ship, Carth jumped over, trying to placate the crew before warning them to remain away from Keyall, at least for now. They would be able to return, but only once Carth had established her ability to protect them.

      As they approached the city, Alayna looked over at her. “Do you think they will even know what you intend?”

      Carth shook her head. “They won’t know. Maybe that’s for the best. Even if they did know what we did for them, I don’t know that it would change anything.”

      “And you don’t want to change anything for them?”

      Carth glanced over, arching a brow. “You know that’s not true.”

      “But you also don’t want the recognition.”

      “I don’t need the recognition. Wanting it is a very different matter.”

      “And you don’t want it, either.”

      Carth only smiled. “No. I don’t want it, either.”

      “Yet you’re willing to suggest that trade resume in Keyall.”

      “You don’t think that it should?”

      “I don’t know that it’s up to me. All I know is that you have spent plenty of time ensuring that the Collector is resisted, and we don’t know whether we’ve done enough to ensure that he doesn’t harm others in Keyall.”

      Carth stared at the city, trying to think of what she would say, how she would respond to Alayna, but knowing that she was right. It was possible that there was nothing that she could do to prevent the Collector from harming those she had intended to protect in Keyall. Then again, there might be nothing that she could do regardless. That had never stopped her before. And, Carth knew, it wouldn’t stop her now. She wanted to see what she could do to help those in the city, and she wanted to see—

      “Carth?” Alayna said.

      Carth shook herself and glanced over. “What is it?”

      “What do you see over there?”

      Carth stared into the distance. At first, she saw nothing more than the orange glow of the sun rising over the horizon. She had seen similar sunrises many times over the years, and each time, she had felt the same sense of wonder in the beauty that she observed. This time was no different. The sun glowed brightly, almost dancing as it shifted and shimmered over the water, the undulating waves making the sunlight seem to move almost as if it were flames.

      Carth’s breath caught. “That’s not the sun,” she said.

      “I didn’t think so either,” Alayna said.

      Carth glanced behind her. Several smugglers lingered on the deck. At any given time, she could often find several of them there. They seemed to prefer to remain there, not wanting to clutter up the cabins, and Carth didn’t blame them. Their quarters were cramped, and most had been happy to accept them, moving aside so that they had the space they needed, but Boiyn had not. Since the smugglers had come on board, Boiyn had kept mostly to himself. He had been reserved.

      “That will be the Collector,” she said to Alayna.

      “Probably,” she said. “Why attack now?”

      Carth clenched her jaw, hating that she thought she knew the answer and hating what it implied. “Because he didn’t expect us to be there.” The Collector had known that Carth had left Keyall. Somehow. “We have to stop this.”

      “I agree. But you don’t have to do it by yourself. Let the rest of us help. Jenna and myself can be enhanced, and maybe some of the smugglers would even assist.”

      Carth considered. She liked the idea of having help, but she didn’t know what they could do. If the flames were magical—and Carth wasn’t entirely certain that they were—then there might not be anything they could do. If they weren’t, even Boiyn hadn’t discovered any way of quenching them, and he had been studying them for quite some time.

      She started searching the shadows around the ship, creating a current that drove them forward with increasing speed. The city loomed in front of them, and a dozen ships burned in the harbor. In the early-morning light, the flames were unnatural. They were much different than what she had seen during the night, or even what she had encountered on the isolated ship out on the sea.

      The nearest ship was still not completely destroyed. Carth surged on an explosion of shadow and flames and landed on the deck of the nearest ship. She began to draw away the flame using her connection to the S’al, wanting to do nothing more than pour the heat and flame into the ocean. Water hissed and the unnatural fire continued to resist her. She continued to pull, drawing as much as she could, stealing the heat from it, but it failed.

      Would the shadows help?

      Carth hadn’t tried them on the flames before, but they often acted as a physical thing. She had used them as fog and to mask her presence, but had never considered trying to use them to extinguish the flame. Would it even work?

      Carth began wrapping the shadows around the flame, pushing outward. She drew more and more, summoning the shadows, drawing from the smallest areas of darkness around her, but with the rising sunlight, there was a limit to how much she could summon.

      The ship began to sink, and Carth shifted her focus. How many were left alive on board?

      She looked around and saw none on deck.

      She created an explosion, forcing a hole in the deck, and dropped to the lower level. Down here, she searched for signs of life, racing along the hall and kicking open each cabin, but found no one. It was a relief, but where had they gone?

      Carth raced back and exploded back upward, jumping back to the Goth Spald.

      “What did you find?” Alayna asked.

      “There was no one there.”

      “No one?”

      Carth shook her head. Had they jumped? If so, who would have rescued them?

      “I tried to put out the flames, but neither shadow nor the flame was effective.”

      “Try this.” Boiyn stood behind her, holding a jar of a strange brown powder.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I think I was able to recreate what they did. This isn’t a magical flame.”

      “No. I don’t think so, either.”

      “And if it’s not magical, then it can be countered. I’ve been experimenting and I think I came up with something that will work. Linsay doesn’t think so, but…”

      Carth stared at Boiyn. He so badly wanted to help, and this was his only way of doing so. He wasn’t a fighter. He was a thinker, and his mind was the reason she had valued his presence. She had to trust him.

      “I will try it,” she said. “How much should I use?”

      “I think… I think only a sprinkling will be necessary. You see, I think it’s a combination of the—”

      Carth raised a hand, silencing him. “I don’t have time now, but I am happy to hear about it later,” she told him.

      Boiyn nodded.

      Carth glanced at Alayna. “You have the helm?”

      Alayna waved her away. “Go.”

      Carth used shadow and flame and exploded to the next nearest ship. This one had greater flames engulfing it, and, using a combination of the shadows and the flame, she had to create a barrier around herself to seal herself away from the power of the heat. She unstoppered the jar and began dusting the ship. At first, nothing happened. The flames continued to burn, and continued to push on her, threatening to overwhelm her ability to compensate.

      Then they began to flicker and die out.

      Boiyn had been right.

      Carth smiled to herself. She hurried along the ship, sprinkling the powder, and the flames began to be extinguished. She found someone moaning near the railing and ignored them, wanting to put out the flames before helping. She raced below, continuing to sprinkle the powder, and when she was done, she raced back above deck. The Goth Spald pulled alongside now that the flames had died.

      “There are several people aboard,” Carth called over. “I need to keep using this powder to see how many more I can help.”

      Alayna looked up at Jenna and the mast, but one of the smugglers stepped forward. He was an older man with deep wrinkles around his eyes and darkly tanned skin. He wore an earring in each ear, large golden hoops that were nearly the size of his eyes, and there was a seriousness about him.

      “Let some of us stay. You helped us; let us help them.”

      Carth nodded quickly and the smugglers climbed aboard. When they finished, Carth returned to the Spald and searched the harbor for another ship to help. When she found the next nearest, she sent an explosion of shadow and flame, landing on board.

      As with the last ship, she began to sprinkle the powder, working from deck to deck as she went, putting out the flames. It happened quickly, much more quickly than Carth would have been able to do with her own connection to magic, and the flames flickered and died. As they did, the Spald pulled up alongside her and several of the smugglers climbed aboard, taking over much as they had the last time. Carth nodded to each of them briefly before jumping back onto her ship.

      She turned, searching the harbor. There were probably eight ships remaining, all of them in various states of destruction. She searched, knowing that she had to plan this just right. If she didn’t, if she chose the wrong ship, people would die.

      Carth tried to envision the various ships as pieces on the Tsatsun board, playing them out. How could she achieve the objective that she had in mind: keeping the ships from sinking?

      She watched for a moment, long enough to see how the flames burned.

      Then she jumped. She moved along the ship, dusting it with Boiyn’s powder, and the flames began to be extinguished. With each ship she put out, more smugglers came on board, helping to secure the ship and aiding those who were injured. On each of the ships other than the first, she found people alive, though most were suffering from smoke inhalation or other injuries.

      By the sixth ship, Carth was mostly reacting. She had jumped to it and started dusting the deck when she saw a woman pop out from below deck and point a crossbow at her.

      “I’m here to help,” Carth said.

      “I know.”

      The woman triggered the crossbow and the bolt streaked toward her.

      Carth sent a surge of flame toward the bolt, but it failed.

      The bolt struck her in the stomach and she screamed. She sent a surge of flame through the injury, trying to seal it off, but it didn’t work the way it normally did. She reached for the bolt and tore it back out of her, tossing it into the water. Flames burned her insides. Carth scrambled, reaching for the pot of powder that Boiyn had concocted, and dusted her injury. She doused the flames and then was able to push her connection to the S’al through it, removing the rest of her injury.

      Only then could she look up. She found several women aiming crossbows at her. Carth recognized one of them.

      “You.”

      The woman smiled. “You probably shouldn’t have helped us,” she said.

      “You work for the Collector.”

      “They made the mistake of attacking us.”

      “They didn’t kill any of your people,” Carth said.

      “No. We took care of those who thought they would share more than they needed to.”

      Carth’s eyes widened. The smugglers hadn’t harmed anyone at all. It had been the Collector and his people. “Why?”

      “You won’t live to understand.”

      Carth sent an explosion of shadow and flame, pushing it out in an ever-expanding band around her, such that the explosion forced the three women away from her. If nothing else, she wanted to prevent them from firing their crossbows.

      She was weakened. The hit in her stomach had sapped her strength, and Carth wasn’t sure that she would be able to fight were it necessary. Her best bet was to escape, but she looked around, searching for help, and there was none. Anyone who might come to her aid was not here.

      She swore under her breath as she pushed through the shadows and the flame, trying to draw on strength from her magic and finding that it failed her. It never failed her.

      That wasn’t true. It had never failed her prior to coming to Keyall. Not without someone poisoning her. Since coming to Keyall, her magic had failed her far more often than she cared to admit.

      Carth managed to stand and look around, but the women were missing.

      She heard a solid twang, the sound of a crossbow bolt being fired. She surged on her magics and leapt into the air. Where she had been standing, two crossbow bolts struck. Had she not moved, one of them would have connected. Would she have had enough magic to extinguish them? Both were burning, and if she did nothing, the flames would consume the ship.

      But why?

      There was only one answer that Carth could come up with, only one objective.

      They had intended to draw her here.

      Which meant they had another ship.

      Carth jumped, clinging to the mast. When she did, she looked down and saw not one ship but two approaching. In the distance—far too distant for her liking—was the Spald. Alayna wouldn’t reach her in time, and Carth wasn’t certain that she had the strength to make the jump back.

      She reached into the jar that Boiyn had given her and dusted herself with the powder. If nothing else, she would keep herself from being burned by another crossbow bolt. She thought that she could at least do that. On a whim, she dipped her finger into the powder and licked it. A strange tingling washed over her. For a moment, her connection to the flame wavered, and then she managed to solidify it. Had she extinguished her connection to the flame by using this powder that would counter it?

      If she lived, it would be something to consider.

      She dropped to the deck and searched for the women. She saw no sign of them. The two other ships approached, neither of them burning. How had she missed them in the harbor? Carth knew the answer. She’d been so focused on the burning ships that she hadn’t looked for any that might not be on fire. She might have seen them but not registered them. She’d been far too focused on this aspect.

      And she knew better. This was a part of the game that she played well when she was the one to place the distractions.

      Could she do it now?

      She was weak, but somehow, she needed to buy time until the Spald reached her and she could go for help. Carth had no qualms about unleashing Jenna upon them.

      What she could do was what they had pretended to do in the first place. Carth could damage the ship before the others arrived.

      She sent an explosion through the deck, sending it through the lower levels and allowing the ocean to surge into the hull.

      She was rewarded with a shout. Carth raced toward the sound and found the women on one of the lower decks, trying to seal off the damage but failing.

      “Who is he?” Carth asked.

      The nearest woman glanced over at her and then turned back to her work. Carth sent a surge of shadows toward her, trying to wrap her in them the way that she had so often in the past, but the shadows shifted away as if she had no control.

      “Who is he?” she asked again. This time, she added a hint of the flame to the shadows and sent an explosion at the nearest person. She staggered, but not nearly as much as Carth would have expected. Did she have some way of resisting Carth’s magic?

      Others within Keyall had shown resistance to her magic, so she wasn’t surprised that this woman might, but if she worked for the Collector, that would be surprising, especially as those within Keyall who shared resistance did not work for the Collector.

      Water continued pouring in.

      Her magic wouldn’t work against these women, not without using significant force, but could she try a different strategy?

      Carth focused on the side of the ship and sent another explosion of shadow and flame through it. A massive hole formed and water rushed in. The three women all turned toward her. The nearest pulled out a pair of knives and flicked one toward Carth, but Carth ignored them, twisting so that she could duck out of the way. The other two pulled swords.

      “Who is he?” she asked.

      The women started toward her, not saying a thing.

      Carth sighed and jumped.

      She reached the top deck and looked over at the oncoming ships. Both were near enough that she could reach them. She sent an explosion through the hull of the nearest, much as she had with this ship. Water began surging through it, and movement on board told Carth that they were aware of what she was doing. A few crossbow bolts streaked toward her, but none came close to hitting her.

      She found two women, both youthful in appearance, and neither of them among the women that she had seen in the smugglers’ camp. The nearest was dark-haired and had hazel eyes, and she was dressed in tight-fitting breeches that accentuated her curves. The other wore a plain dress and glared at Carth with deep brown eyes.

      “Who is he?”

      Neither woman answered, both unsheathing swords as they started toward her.

      As she prepared an explosion, something struck the ship and sent Carth staggering to the side.

      She looked over and saw that the ship she had attempted to sink with an explosion had rammed the other.

      That wasn’t quite right. They hadn’t rammed it with the intent of sinking it; they had rammed it with the intent of unsettling Carth.

      The two women both started toward her.

      Carth jumped off to the side.

      The women moved quickly, countering.

      Carth summoned shadows, attempting to wrap the women in them, but they dissipated. Between her magic failing and the strength that she had needed to use to keep herself alive, she was growing increasingly weak.

      She heard the firing of a crossbow.

      Carth couldn’t wait. She flung herself into the water.

      As she dove, she went deeper and deeper, trying to get beneath the attack, giving herself time before the Spald appeared. She held her breath, feeling her lungs burn, and waited. She would stay as long as she could. She would buy herself as much time as possible.

      Carth lost track of time. She stayed below the water until her lungs no longer burned, and then stayed even longer.

      Eventually, she had to come to the surface.

      When she did, she felt hands reaching for her. At first, she struggled, until she realized that it was people she recognized.

      Jenna pulled her onto the deck of the Goth Spald.

      “Go. You need to destroy—”

      “Rest,” Jenna said, cupping her hands on Carth’s stomach.

      “I’m fine. I sealed off the injury. But if we don’t get to them, we don’t have any way of finding the Collector.” That wasn’t quite true, but it was near enough to it.

      Jenna’s eyes widened and she stood briefly before returning to Carth. “They were with the Collector?”

      Carth nodded. “They were. There were three ships.”

      Jenna sighed. “There is one, and it’s leaving the harbor. If we chase it, then we lose the chance to help the other six ships burning here.”

      The answer was easy, but at the same time it was difficult.

      “Save these ships.”

      “Are you sure?” Jenna asked.

      “We have to save the ships. And we can let the ship that returned to the Collector know that Keyall is under the protection of Carthenne Rel.”

      “That would be more impressive if you hadn’t nearly died.”

      Carth laughed softly. “Many things would be more impressive if I didn’t nearly die.”

      “True.” She helped Carth to sit. She looked around, noting that the Spald was emptier than it had been in days. All around her ship were the others, those that she had saved, now captained by the smugglers she had rescued. She had created a fleet, enough of a threat that it had scared the Collector’s people away.

      Carth smiled to herself. It wasn’t the kind of threat that she had intended, but it would be enough. It had to be enough.

      She clasped Jenna in a hug and then made her way toward Alayna. “Thank you,” she said.

      “For following you?”

      “For not letting me die here in the harbor of Keyall.”

      “I don’t think you’re ever in any danger of dying.”

      “I’m not so certain of that. They have some resistance to my magic. And they have elixirs—or other concoctions—that are much like what Boiyn creates. It makes them more dangerous than anyone we’ve faced.”

      “Even more dangerous than the Hjan?”

      Carth shrugged. “Maybe not quite that dangerous, but for these people, they are.”

      “What now?” Alayna asked.

      “Now we will try to convince the constable that we can help. We will try to convince the smugglers that they should help.”

      “I don’t think that will be quite as difficult as you think,” Alayna said. She was pointing toward the city, and Carth looked over to see the constable standing at the end of one of the docks, surrounded by several other constables. He stared out at the harbor, a deep frown on his face. Eventually, his gaze returned to Carth, and though he didn’t appear angry, he didn’t appear pleased, either.

      “I’m not sure that he is all that excited about our presence here.”

      “Maybe not,” Alayna said. “But his city is intact. His harbor is intact. And once we send word to the merchants we’ve encountered, trade will resume in Keyall. Maybe it doesn’t matter if he’s pleased with your presence.”

      Carth smiled. Alayna was right. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the people of Keyall no longer suffered from what the Collector had done. All that mattered was that the Collector had recognized that attacking the city would not be done without consequence. She was here, and she would protect the city.

      Boiyn approached, the hood of his cloak pulled up over his head, and she embraced him briefly. “Thank you.”

      “It worked. I thought it would, but Linsay didn’t.”

      “Why would you question yourself?”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t, but Linsay had also been the one who thought that my elixir for Jenna wouldn’t be effective.”

      Carth understood. And she had been right. “It worked. All that matters is that it worked.”

      “What now? Do you intend for us to return to Asador and the rest of the Binders?”

      Carth looked around at the sea and the smugglers who were now arranged around her. There were six ships, each with various levels of damage, but they were salvageable. They still floated. Altogether, they created a fleet of sorts. If she pushed, she was optimistic that she could convince the smugglers to assist her, and all she wanted was to prevent the Collector from continuing to obstruct trade.

      But she would need to remain here to ensure that it was effective.

      “Eventually, but not quite yet. We’ll send word. And we still need to find out more about the Collector, including who he is. When we do, then we have to stop him.”

      And she had a question of Talia. She had known where Carth was going. Was she responsible for inviting the Collector into Keyall?

      Carth stared at Boiyn for a long moment. “I will need your help. I will need the help of all of you to do this.”

      “We’ll help. Of course we’ll help.”

      “Even if it means the constables don’t want us here?”

      Boiyn grinned. “I’m not sure that anyone has ever wanted your presence, Carth. At least, not until they needed it.”

      She laughed. At least now, she believed that she would have help in Keyall. It wasn’t quite the same help that she was accustomed to having—and it wasn’t her Binders—but it was help. Now she somehow had to find a way to get the constables to work with her. Then she could truly begin to feel comfortable with their position within Keyall.

      “Carth?”

      Alayna handed her a spyglass. Carth took it and followed the direction of her pointing finger.

      “I Saw something, but wasn’t sure what it meant,” Alayna said softly.

      “What did you See?”

      “Just look.”

      High overhead, near a set of ruins that Carth had seen when exploring the city, she saw a figure looking down at the sea. Talia.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      Standing next to her, watching from her side, was the merchant Alistan Rhain.

      Carth shivered.

      Could she have been wrong about him?

      As she watched, they turned away, fading back into the city.

      Carth set the spyglass back down with a sigh.

      “What are you going to do?” Alayna asked.

      “I don’t know. There’s something more here than what I understand.”

      “Which is even more reason to stay.”

      “It is.”

      “We’ve stopped the Collector, Carth. We should feel good about that,” Alayna said. “Trade can resume and we can get word to the Binders in the north. That’s enough, isn’t it?”

      Carth nodded, not wanting to say anything. They had survived and done what Alayna said, but it didn’t feel like enough. When she made a successful move, Carth could always feel it. There was a sense of rightness about it.

      Why, then, did she feel as if the Collector had somehow outmaneuvered her?
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      Wind whipped off the ocean, twisting Carth’s hair and sending it flicking into her face. She grabbed it and clasped it behind her head, tucking it into her cloak as she surveyed the city from the rooftop. From here, she was able to look out over Keyall. She thought that she could sense movement, but everything that she detected was faint, almost muted compared to what it should be. There was a strangeness about Keyall, and she still wasn’t certain what it meant.

      “We haven’t seen any sign of her,” Alayna said. She crouched next to Carth, stationary on the rooftop, neither of them moving, not wanting to do anything to draw attention to themselves in the night.

      “Not yet, but we will,” Carth said.

      “What happens when you find her?”

      She glanced over at Alayna. Even in the faint moonlight, she was able to make out her deep green eyes and wondered what she Saw. Alayna had the gift of foresight, a gift of her people that granted her the ability to glimpse possibilities. Was she using it now?

      “I haven’t decided what happens,” Carth said.

      “Do you intend to harm her?”

      Carth took a steadying breath. “You know me, Alayna. Do you think that I would harm her?”

      “If she’s working with the Collector, I am not certain what you might do.”

      “I still don’t know who is working with the Collector. Someone is, and is feeding information to him.”

      “But maybe they’re not,” Alayna said. There was a distant sound of a cat meowing in the night and Alayna tensed briefly before shaking her head and looking over at Carth. “Maybe the Collector has figured things out and has figured out some way of maneuvering around you.”

      “If that’s the case, then I’m even more concerned,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t figure out the game.”

      Alayna smiled. She had thin lips, and they barely parted as she did. “The game? Carth—this is us you’re talking about. This is the people of Keyall that you’re talking about. Whatever is happening here with the Collector is something other than a game.”

      “I think it would be, but everything feels coordinated.” Carth couldn’t shake the way that she felt, and she couldn’t explain it—not easily. Only that she felt as if she were maneuvering through a dance that she didn’t know all the moves to. When she thought of it as a game, it made it easier—and harder. as much as she wished that everything didn’t feel like Tsatsun, it felt as if that’s exactly what everything was.

      And she had thought she was the master of Tsatsun.

      “And you’re now convinced that this merchant that we’ve encountered is the Collector?”

      “I don’t know who else it might be,” she said. “If it’s not him, then it’s someone like him. It’s someone who has a connection to the city.”

      “Why would he have wanted to destroy trade to Keyall?”

      That was a question Carth had struggled with. “Because doing so allows him to draw more power to himself. If he consolidates trade, enforces it through him—and his army of smugglers—then he gains the upper hand and becomes indispensable.” It was the same reason that she thought the smugglers had been hired to work against the constables. Not only did it force a division, but it weakened the constables. When the Collector came in, he could consolidate that power as well.

      It was clever. Carth hated that she felt that way, but there was no denying the fact that it was a sophisticated move.

      Even the appearance of sacrifice had been a sophisticated move. The Collector had sent his own people, integrating them with the smugglers, attempting to create a diversion. It had almost worked on her.

      “And this Talia?”

      “I can’t shake that I feel she’s the key to it all,” Carth said. “I don’t know whether she is or not, only that she’s tied to it somehow.”

      And it frustrated her that she wasn’t able to figure out where to find Talia. She had hidden, and ever since the moment Carth had begun to suspect her, she had been difficult to find. It was enough to confirm Carth’s suspicions.

      “You have Jenna searching through the streets, but I don’t know that she’s in the right place for looking for someone like this.”

      “I know, but she’s also not ready to spend time scouting with us,” Carth said. “It’s better for her to search alone, to feel as if she’s important in this. She needs to find a way to calm herself.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      “She will. I don’t intend to have Boiyn continued to mix elixirs for her until I am confident that she is well enough to handle them.”

      “Are you sure that Boiyn has agreed to that?”

      “Boiyn has agreed that he will help her in any way that he can.” Partly it was because Boiyn felt responsible, though he shouldn’t, not really. It wasn’t Boiyn’s fault that Jenna had been tormented the way that she had, and it wasn’t Boiyn’s fault that his enhancements had muted her the way that they had. If anything, it was Carth’s fault that she had forced him to let her use them, and she was willing to take the blame for it.

      She felt movement against her senses and darted across the rooftops.

      She didn’t need to wait for Alayna, knowing that she would follow. It was reassuring that Alayna could follow so easily. Then again, Alayna had been using Boiyn’s enhancements, and that granted her many of the same traits that Carth possessed using her magic.

      When she reached the edge of the rooftop, she pressed off with the shadows, jumping to the next roof. She glanced back, noting that Alayna sailed over the distance between the roofs and landed in a roll next to her. Alayna looked up with a smile.

      “There are times when I really enjoy what Boiyn has done,” Alayna said.

      “I think you always enjoy what Boiyn has done,” Carth said.

      “Maybe.”

      She could only shake her head. The elixirs were created out of various naturally occurring compounds, combined in a way that granted various enhancements. Boiyn was a master at mixing them and continued to study, working on other ways that he could add to those enhancements. His quarters on the ship were essentially a laboratory, and it rivaled anything that Carth had with her Binders, even in places like Asador.

      “Come on,” she said, noticing movements again.

      She raced across the rooftop and was drawn toward a familiar pressure on her senses. Using both shadows and the flame in the way that she did, mixing them so that she could pick up on such distinctions, she was able to identify the familiarity that was Talia. She recognized that her abilities were less effective here—but they were effective enough to enable her to recognize Talia, and that was what she needed.

      She passed a series of ruins that a line of priests made their way through. They wore dark robes—reminding her of the constables—and one of them chanted softly, though Carth couldn’t make out the words. Another time, she might try, and she might get close enough so that she could see what they were doing and saying, but now that she had discovered Talia, she had no luxury of time.

      They raced toward the shore. The buildings ended here and Carth hesitated, looking out. Why would Talia have come here?

      She was certain that she detected her, though maybe her abilities failed her, especially muted as they were in this city.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Alayna asked.

      “It’s the only place I can find that makes sense,” Carth said. “It’s the only place that I’ve found that there’s anything here to detect.”

      “Why here?”

      Carth looked around. There was nothing. They were on the outskirts of the city, only ruins—the remains of the city itself, at least the earliest parts—collected here. Much of the ruins were made of a strange black rock, the same kind of rock that comprised the towering cliffs that looked out over the sea.

      “This doesn’t feel right, Carth,” Alayna said.

      “Why wouldn’t it feel right?”

      “We’ve searched for her for the last few weeks and you’ve found nothing. Now after all this time, you suddenly find her and you’re suddenly able to track her here?”

      Carth swore to herself. Alayna was right, and it bothered her that Alayna would see it while Carth did not. How was it possible that she had been dragged out here? There had to be some purpose.

      “We need to move carefully,” she said.

      “If the Collector is here—” Alayna started.

      “If the Collector is here, then I don’t want you to rush in too quickly. If there is anything that will put you in danger, I want you to make sure that you let me head in first.”

      “And by that, you mean you want the first shot at the Collector.”

      “It’s not about wanting a shot at the Collector,” she said. “It’s more about wanting to ensure that there’s no other tricks planned. I don’t really know what he’s intending, but there is something going on here.”

      She tried thinking about what the Collector might intend in allowing Talia to draw her out here. The problem was that Carth couldn’t think of anything. Unless Talia wanted to have a conversation with Carth and she wanted to make sure that she did so outside of the constables’ attention. That might make sense. Anything else simply did not.

      “Do you think he’s really after the Elder Stone?”

      Carth didn’t know the answer. Everything she’d been led to believe told her that the Elder Stone might not even be real. Boiyn believed, but Boiyn believed in many mystical things and though he was incredibly intelligent, it was marred by a strange sort of faith that Carth didn’t share. The fact that Linsay didn’t believe in the Elder Stone made it more likely to be a myth of some sort. That, and the fact that the constable had made it clear that there was nothing of magical value in Keyall.

      Still, there was the fact that Carth’s magic didn’t work quite the way it did in other places. That had to matter, though she wasn’t sure why or how.

      “I don’t even know what to make of the Elder Stone. If the Collector is after it, and if it’s real, I don’t think he should be allowed to reach it.”

      “And if he does?”

      “If he does, then I have to understand what it is that he’s after, why he might be after it, and…”

      “And?”

      Carth sighed, pressing out with shadows and the flame again, feeling for the connection to Talia. She was there, close. Carth couldn’t shake the fact that Talia hadn’t moved, not even a little, and that troubled her. It was almost as if Talia wanted to be found. But why now? Why not earlier, when Carth was actively looking for her?

      “If there is such a thing as an Elder Stone, then I will have to do whatever I can to prevent the Collector from reaching it.”

      Carth had started forward when she felt a buildup of heat.

      It came on her senses as a grating sort of awareness. She had detected such buildups several times before. Always before, it had occurred on ships, and always before, it had been tied to the Collector. There hadn’t been any additional explosions in the time that she had remained in Keyall.

      Not until now.

      Carth pushed out with her connection to the S’al.

      She dropped her connection to the shadows entirely so that she could focus only on the flame. It burned within her. Unlike the shadows, where Carth had to use a connection to an internal darkness to pull on the external shadows, the flame was all about her. She was connected to some magic deep within, something burning within the blood that she shared with her long-lost mother.

      Power exploded.

      “Carth?” Alayna asked.

      She glanced over and realized that she was standing. It didn’t matter. The explosion lit up the night, and Carth wondered whether she would be visible regardless of whether she stood.

      Flames tore through something down near the shore. A ship.

      With a dawning horror, she knew exactly why Talia had drawn her out here.

      “Stay here and track her. I want to know where she goes.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Carth nodded toward the flames burning in the port.

      “There’s nothing you can do, not without Boiyn’s concoction, and it will take him too long to mix more up.”

      “I don’t think it matters, not anymore,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s my ship. Our ship. That is the Goth Spald burning down there.”

      As Alayna gasped, Carth jumped off the rooftop, powered by shadows and flame. When she reached the rocky overlook, she stared down at the water. Pulling on a connection to the shadows and to the flame, she exploded and soared out over the water, angling toward her burning ship.

      Even as she did, she knew it was too late. Her ship was gone. Her home was gone.
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      Carth found Boiyn floating in the sea, clinging to nothing more than a bench. He was alive but barely breathing, and had a burn across his hands.

      When she dragged him into a dinghy she’d stolen from a local merchant, he blinked up at her.

      “My supplies…”

      “They’re gone. Everything’s gone. We’ll get you back and then figure out what we’re going to do next.”

      Carth rowed them toward the shore, bypassing the docks and pulling the dinghy directly up to the water’s edge. She didn’t need the dinghy. She didn’t have a ship anymore, which meant that they were stranded here unless she was willing to steal one of the ships docked in Keyall. It wasn’t that she was opposed to stealing a ship—Carth had done that before—but the idea of leaving before she had finished things with the Collector left her with a strange sense of disgust.

      As they made their way toward the city, Boiyn looked back at the docks. “How are we going to get you back to Asador?”

      “We’re not. Not yet.”

      “What of the others?”

      “They’re staying here.”

      “Carthenne—”

      Carth shook her head. “They’ve agreed to stay here, Boiyn.”

      “Only because they know that you would want to,” he told her.

      Carth knew that to be true. The others would do what they thought she wanted. Would they feel the same as her? She already knew that they would do what they thought she wanted.

      “It doesn’t matter. Not now.”

      “There are other ways for you to return to Asador,” Boiyn said.

      “There are.”

      “But you don’t intend to take them.”

      Carth shook her head. “No. I’m going to finish this.”

      “Is it because he’s beaten you?”

      Carth glanced over at him, a dark smile on her lips. “Beaten me?” She looked out at the sea. Only a short while ago, she thought she had won, but now she felt defeated. Beaten by the Collector. She was no longer certain what the game board even looked like. “He made a move, Boiyn. Now it’s my turn to counter.”

      “This was left on my station. I thought it was you…” Boiyn opened his hand and a Tsatsun piece fell out. “Did you know that he viewed this the same as you?”

      They had reached the upper level of the road, and the city stretched before them. Carth hesitated here, looking around. Lights flickered on. Music came from a nearby tavern. A few figures made their way along the street, but not many. She noted a patrol marching through the streets, a pair of constables.

      “There’s too much happening for it to be anything else,” she said. “It’s a game, only on a scale that I hadn’t ever considered.” How could she, when she had thought that she was the only one playing Tsatsun at that level?

      “Carth… Carthenne,” Boiyn said, and she turned to him. He had always used her full name, a formality that he thought necessary. With anyone else, she would correct them. With Boiyn, it felt… right. “None of this is a game.” He lowered his voice, looking around before turning back to her. “If the Elder Stone is his goal, then we need to know whether there’s anything even here in Keyall. If he gains power like that…”

      “I know. If it were a game, it would give him all the power he needed to move the Stone.”

      “That is important?”

      Carth nodded, guiding Boiyn down the street. “The Stone is the crucial piece. You can’t win the game without pushing the Stone to your opponent’s side of the board. In order to do that, you need to control the board, to ensure that your opponent can’t push the Stone back at you.”

      “And the piece he left for me?”

      Carth frowned. “It’s for me. A message. It’s known as the Shaer, but there is an older name for it that few use, one that is something of a taunt and a demand for play.” The Alyr was a term that she had only seen referenced in older descriptions of Tsatsun. It wasn’t found in more recent works, and certainly nothing from the library of the man who had taught her. Had the Collector known that she would recognize it?

      If she assumed that he would realize that she would know, the nature of their game changed. If she assumed that he had said it as a way to test her, that was a different message. And the possibility that he had left it thinking that she would not know the term was the least likely.

      “It is a piece that is often sacrificed, though typically unnecessarily.”

      “Why is it sacrificed?” Boiyn asked.

      Carth turned to him with a smile. “I think that you would enjoy Tsatsun, Boiyn. You certainly have the mind for it.”

      “Perhaps the mind, but not the patience. I would rather occupy myself with my mixtures. Besides, what do I need to learn of a game that teaches fighting strategy?”

      “There is much that Tsatsun can teach. It’s not only fighting strategy, but also a way to think and a way to get within the mind of your opponent.”

      “And do you think the Collector has gotten into your mind?”

      Carth thought of the Goth Spald burning on the sea. If he had burned it simply because she had attacked his ships, that would be a particular message. If he knew how much the ship meant to her, and everything that she had been through on it, that would be a very different message. It was likely that he understood its significance to her.

      “I think that he has.”

      “Then how will you respond?”

      “The same way I respond every other time when faced with a challenge like this,” Carth said. “I need to learn everything that I can to know what the next move should be.”

      “You intend to take on the Collector.”

      “That was decided the moment we decided to attack his ships.”

      “So he destroyed the Spald to get revenge.”

      Carth didn’t think that was entirely the reason. It was possible that was all there was, but what if there were more to it? Could he know how much her ship meant to her? If so, she might already be at a disadvantage. “Maybe he thinks that I’ll attack out of anger.”

      “And you won’t?”

      “I’m angry, Boiyn, but I learned long ago that you can’t act out of anger. You have to attack with a calm mind and be prepared for anything that might come at you. I’m prepared to play a different game. If the Alyr was his message to me, then I will respond with my own message.”

      “And which is that?”

      Carth took a deep breath. They had reached the outer section of the city, the place she had found Talia when she had tracked her through Keyall. She sensed the woman nearby. She ran the risk of falling into a trap, doing exactly what the Collector wanted of her.

      “I’m going to use a piece that he thought to use against me.” She could feel the familiar pressure of Talia on her connection to the S’al. The woman made no effort to hide herself now, though Carth didn’t know why.

      Boiyn frowned but Carth ignored it as she slammed the door open and rushed inside. Talia would be here, though she still didn’t know why Talia had chosen this place.

      She found the other woman sitting near a boarded-up window, almost as if she had been waiting for Carth. “I was told to send you a message.”

      “That was you?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have come to Keyall. I told you that when you first appeared. The Collector wouldn’t take too kindly to what you were trying to do.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Disrupting trade.”

      “I’ll do more than disrupt his trade.”

      “How? You don’t have a ship. Without your ship, you can’t even reach the Collector. You’ve lost.”

      Carth smiled. “I have his attention, and do you think I need my ship to oppose him?”

      “How do you intend—”

      Carth jumped forward.

      Talia hadn’t been expecting her to attack. She didn’t have a chance to react and simply sat there, as if shocked that Carth would dare attack.

      She grabbed the other woman and bound her wrists behind her back.

      “Carthenne?” Boiyn asked.

      She shook her head. “He thinks to use my tendencies against me. I will prove to him that I don’t have tendencies he can use.”

      “By doing what, exactly, with this woman?”

      “The same thing that the Collector thought to do with me.”

      Boiyn said nothing as Carth wrapped Talia’s hands behind her back and then searched her for weapons. The woman had nearly a dozen knives on her. As Carth took each knife, Talia’s face contorted even more.

      “You’re making a mistake.”

      “The mistake I made was in offering to help you.”

      “You wouldn’t have helped.”

      “Wouldn’t I? Did you ever ask your master about me and about why he’s so determined to oppose me?”

      “Why?” Talia asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Because he knows that I have done everything I can to help others like you dozens of times before. He used you to get to me.” That was why Carth had struggled with how to help Talia. She wasn’t battered in the same way as others she had helped. Talia was used, but she had been used with a much different purpose.

      “You still have it wrong if you think the Collector intends to save me.” Talia didn’t fight as Carth pushed her forward, toward the door leading into the home. “All that matters is the endgame.”

      “The Elder Stone?”

      Talia laughed darkly as they reached the door leading out of the building. Carth pushed Talia forward and into the street, where she jerked herself free.

      Carth lunged after her, but Talia took off, moving quickly. Her hands were bound behind her, but that didn’t seem to slow her at all. She reached the edge of the city and paused, tearing her wrists free from the bindings.

      With a shadow-powered jump, Carth reached Talia and landed next to her.

      “Are you so afraid of what I might do that you’re willing to go along with him?” Carth asked.

      “You? I’m not afraid of you. Had you wanted to hurt me, you would have done so the very first time I met you.”

      “Then you’re afraid of him.”

      “I know the Collector.”

      “Do you? It seems you’re willing to go along with someone who intends to hurt countless others in his pursuit of power.”

      “I don’t intend to die if I don’t have to.”

      It was a sentiment that Carth understood. Many others she’d worked with had had similar sentiments, which was why it was hard to be angry with Talia, even as she wanted to rescue her from the Collector.

      “What of the others who have tried to escape him?”

      “What makes you think others have tried to escape?”

      Carth frowned. “What does that—”

      She felt the buildup of power, and then an explosion rocked the city.

      It happened near the edge of the city, in the empty building where she’d found Talia.

      There were others in that part of the city. She’d detected them when she’d been there.

      Heat from the flames built, a powerful strength pouring toward them.

      “Make a choice, Carth of the C’than. Who do you want to help?” Talia said.
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      Fire glowed softly in the night as Carth raced along the edge of the city. She could smell it, an acrid and awful odor, and it reminded her of charred flesh. Would that be what she would find when she reached the fire? She used the S’al, trying to pull the flames away, drawing heat into herself, but there were limits to how much she could absorb, especially as she didn’t know what she would find.

      Boiyn joined her along the street. The burn on his hand was still red and raw, an amazing amount of color on his otherwise pale skin. He favored his one leg and hobbled after her with more of a limp than he’d had when she had rescued him from the wreckage of the Spald.

      “What did she do?” Boiyn asked.

      “She served her master.”

      “With an explosion?”

      They reached the building where they had found Talia. As Carth had suspected, it burned. At least she knew it to be empty, but she couldn’t say the same about the buildings around it.

      Fire raged within them.

      She looked over at Boiyn.

      “I can’t go in there, Carthenne,” he whispered.

      “I wouldn’t ask it of you. Go get Alayna.”

      “Only Alayna?”

      “I don’t think Jenna is ready for this, and she’ll need to ensure that you and Linsay are safe.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “I always worry about you. I worry about everyone I care about.”

      Boiyn hurried away, heading toward the road that wound down from the city and toward the docks, looking for the others should be.

      Carth lingered outside the building, staring at the flames. The heat pressing out nearly pushed her back, but she pulled it into herself, letting the power of the S’al claim it. There were limits to how much heat she could withstand, but she could divert it. With the ocean nearby, she thought she could divert the heat into the water, but it could be dangerous to anyone too close to the water.

      She could pull it away enough to withstand the heat and the fire.

      Carth stepped into the building, pushing the heat ahead of her. Could she trap it somehow? She’d never tried to use her connection to the S’al in quite that way, but she thought that she could. When she did, she worried that it might explode out from her, though. If she let it, she might lose control.

      There was no one in the building.

      She forced her way into a nearby building. It took an explosion of power to create an opening to get in, and when she did, she worried that she might blow back too much power.

      This building raged with heat.

      Carth pulled it toward her, letting it swirl around her in a torrent—a vortex of fire. She sent it upward, spiraling into the sky and through the roof. From there, she directed it at the night. It wouldn’t be quite as controlled, but well enough that she could divert some of the heat from here.

      Was there anyone in the room?

      Using shadows and the flame, she reached out, searching for them, but didn’t detect anyone.

      Carth stepped forward. With each step, she pushed the heat away, sweeping it in front of her and keeping it bound together. When it reached a breaking point for what she could control, she directed it upward again. After a few times shooting the heat upward, the air was cooler, though dry.

      This building was empty as well.

      Could Talia have only used this as a way to distract her?

      She thought about the Collector. If this was a game of Tsatsun to him, what purpose would there be in exploding these buildings? They didn’t appear to be occupied, which meant that no one would suffer with their destruction. It would be difficult to control the flames, but what would the purpose of it be? Why would he want to destroy this section of the city?

      Could this be some other move? Maybe a way of testing her capabilities?

      If so, what would he hope to learn? He already knew that she could control the flame, so what would he think to learn from testing her connection to it? Could he want only to know the extent of her connection to the S’al?

      Testing her would reveal the depths of that connection, but only if he fully tested her. What she had faced so far was far from the most difficult thing that she had ever faced. But then, would he know that?

      Carth had to push away those thoughts. The Collector would have to be extremely skilled at Tsatsun to think through the game that far in advance. There weren’t many who were. The man who had trained her, and she had defeated even him.

      When she made it through the next building, once more finding it empty, she pushed the connection to the flame into the air again.

      Her mouth was dry from the smoke and the flame, and she couldn’t shake the sense that she had been tested in a way that she didn’t fully understand.

      Then she stepped out onto the street.

      The fire had continued, spreading beyond the stretch of buildings she had gone through. Dozens of buildings were aflame. People poured out of them and a line snaked toward the docks for water, but gathering water for the fire in that way would be slow.

      This had to be what Talia had intended.

      But why would she have wanted to destroy this section of the city?

      Carth could help, but it would be a blunter response than what she had been doing. It would require that she knock down buildings before they had a chance to catch flame, especially as they couldn’t be doused with water in time.

      Was there another possibility? Could she add to the fire and use her S’al to burn it out before it had a chance to spread?

      It would keep her from attempting to put out the existing fires, but using that technique might save countless others.

      Carth connected to the S’al and let it spread out from her.

      She poured her connection to the flame into the building, letting it explode with heat and flame, burning wildly but not uncontrolled. This fire was an extension of her magic and she had control over how—and where—it burned. She could limit its spread.

      Carth stepped from building to building, pulling on the connection to the flame and sending it out. The power from the S’al was enormous. Carth rarely used her connection to that magic with such intensity, and now she let it pour out.

      The buildings exploded, but she prevented the fire from going somewhere else.

      When she reached the end of the fire’s path, she pulled it back, tamping the fire out. Flames died out, leaving the heat remaining but without the same intensity.

      Carth stepped into the street, pushing back the connection to the flame. It was difficult to tamp it down now that she had allowed it to spread, and difficult to do anything other than let it flow.

      “Carth?”

      She turned and saw Linsay approaching carefully. Her eyes were wide as she looked around her. “What happened? Why did you do this?”

      Carth struggled to push down the effect of the flame, suppressing her connection to it. Never before had it attempted to surge free as it did now. “I had to. Otherwise it would have spread uncontrollably. I didn’t have a choice.”

      Linsay looked along the line of now-destroyed buildings. “That’s… that’s not how it looks. It looks like you walked through them, igniting them.”

      “I wasn’t igniting them. I was burning through them so they didn’t jump to the next building.”

      “Why are you still glowing?” Linsay asked.

      “I’m trying to suppress it,” she said.

      “Trying?”

      Carth looked around. The street was mostly empty of people, but the constables would soon be arriving. Either she would have to disappear or she would have to deal with the consequences of what she had done. Knowing what she did of the constables, and the rigid way they thought, she knew how that would go. And from the way Linsay looked at her, Carth wasn’t certain that her friends would even believe her.

      “It looks like you’re angry at what the Collector did and you decided to get revenge on the city,” Linsay whispered.

      “That’s not it.”

      “Where’s Boiyn?” Linsay asked.

      Carth frowned. “He’s not with you? We found Talia, and she caused these explosions. I sent him down to find Alayna.”

      “Where is she, then?”

      Carth shook her head. “She’s gone. She got away.”

      “From you? How?” Linsay asked.

      “He’s using her. It took me a while to figure that out, but now that I see it, I can’t see anything else. Somehow, he’s using Talia to manipulate me. He knows about me. He knows what I’ve done for others, and I think he intends to take advantage of that, thinking that I will react in the way that he wants.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “By allowing Talia to escape.”

      Linsay frowned. “Carth? I don’t understand.”

      “That’s because you struggle with Tsatsun.” As soon as she said it, she saw the hurt flaring in Linsay’s eyes, and she knew that she probably shouldn’t have been quite so blunt. It wasn’t that she wanted to anger her friend. Linsay was a good friend and had proven that she had more potential than Carth had initially given her credit for. “You don’t have skill with Tsatsun yet, but that’s not to say—”

      Linsay shook her head. “I think I know what you mean.”

      The lead constable approached. Carth could make him out from the glowing embers of the fire, but even without that, she thought that she would notice him. The more she was exposed to him, the more she was convinced that he had a particular energy. He watched her, as if daring her to look away. Carth met his eyes, refusing to turn away. She had made her choice.

      Much as Talia apparently had.

      “You should go,” Carth said. “I think I understand the game now.”

      Linsay frowned and shook her head. “This isn’t a game, Carth. This is your life!”

      The constable continued to make his way toward her. As she was still connected to the power of S’al, she could feel the presence of several others coming with him. Distantly, she was aware of Talia. Was the woman watching?

      Had the Collector planned for this? It seemed an odd choice for him to make, wanting her to burn up the empty buildings, but it would place her in a defensive mode. Either she would have to disappear or she would have to respond. Which was the right answer?

      Maybe Linsay was right. Maybe viewing it as a game was the wrong way to look at it. She wasn’t a piece on a game board. Her friends weren’t either.

      Yet… they were pieces. She couldn’t shake the surprise she’d felt at finding the piece.

      “You need to go,” Carth said. “I’ll meet you down by the docks.”

      “By the docks? We don’t have a ship, Carth. What do you intend for us to do? Do you think that we’ll steal a ship?”

      That would offend Linsay more than it would Alayna or Jenna. Boiyn likely wouldn’t even mind nearly as much as Linsay. She was a scholar first, and much of what she had experienced had been radically different than anything else that she had encountered prior to meeting up with Carth.

      “We won’t steal a ship. We won’t need to.”

      “But our ship—”

      Carth turned to her. “Please, Linsay. You need to trust me.”

      Linsay looked at her, and a debate warred within her eyes. It lasted for a few moments and then finally ended. Carth wasn’t certain which side had won out. Would she trust Carth and do as she asked, or would she think to act against her, wanting to protect Carth?

      When Linsay nodded, Carth didn’t have the answer.

      She pulled the shadows to her, preparing to use them to jump, to disappear. She could even use them to jump down to the docks. It might be painful, especially after having used as much power as she had throughout the night, but she thought that she could manage.

      Then she saw Boiyn.

      He was held between a pair of constables. His face was contorted, likely from pain as they gripped his injured arm, and his eyes seemed to beg her to run.

      But that wasn’t something Carth could do. It wasn’t in her to run, especially when someone she had brought to Keyall was trapped. It was the same reason she hadn’t been able to leave Jenna. They had been willing to place Jenna in the stocks, even though her infractions had been more minor. If they believed Carth responsible for the fires—and somehow believed Boiyn responsible along with her—what would they do to him?

      Carth couldn’t leave him.

      That realization gave her the necessary energy to tamp back the rest of her connection to the S’al, quashing it entirely. She sighed and stepped toward the constable, nodding to him. “I will go with you.”

      “Yes. You will.”

      Carth realized all too late that someone approached from behind and something heavy and painful slammed into the back of her head.
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      Stone surrounded Carth, and not the kind of stone that felt welcoming and warm, the kind that indicated a quiet hearth or a pleasant tavern. This was solid stone, an alcove carved into the rock of the cliffside itself, barely large enough for her to sit within and not high enough for her to stand. She had been lowered into this cell.

      Only the sea provided any sort of distraction. She focused on the sounds of the waves crashing far below. It was a soothing sound normally, but for some reason, right now, it was little more than an increased agitation.

      She heard the creaking of the contraption they’d used to lower her, and a shadow appeared before the mouth of her cell. The constable stepped forward.

      “Do you really believe this will hold me?” Carth asked.

      He shrugged. “I doubt that it will, but it holds your friends.”

      Carth found herself hesitating. “Friends?”

      “When we found your pale-skinned friend making his way on the road toward the docks, there were two others with him. They claim that they don’t know you, but the one is the woman we had previously captured, and the other was the woman we saw you watching her with.”

      “Where are they?”

      The constable shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “And how does it work?”

      “As we have discussed, we respect the law in Keyall. Situated as we are in this part of the world, we must maintain order.”

      Carth grunted and suppressed her laughter. “Order? From what I’ve seen, there is nothing but chaos here. You allowed the Collector to attack because you thought your order would protect you. You allowed Alistan Rhain to bring trouble to Keyall.”

      “Alistan Rhain has done nothing to violate any laws in Keyall.”

      “What do you intend to do with me?” They had planned to brutalize Jenna, holding her until her anger abated, but she couldn’t envision the constable holding her the same way. She was in a cell that was meant to isolate, though she suspected she could get free. What she didn’t know was where they kept the others. Were they held in similar cells?

      Beyond that, Carth couldn’t shake the sense that all of this was the Collector’s plan. She had a growing interest in seeing how he wanted this game to play out. Regardless of what Linsay said, it was a game.

      “You were observed destroying the oldest section of the city,” the constable said.

      “The fires had already started by the time I arrived.”

      “Had they? From what I’ve seen, you have some fire magic. You have shown how little you respect the laws of Keyall. One might even think that you were responsible for starting the fire.”

      “One would be wrong.” She leaned forward. “And I saved Keyall. I saved your ships.” And she had thought she had pushed the Collector out of Keyall, at least for a time. It surprised her that the time she’d managed to keep him out had been so short.

      “There was a witness who saw you starting the fire. She said she heard you talking about getting revenge for what happened to your ship.”

      “Let me guess, this person would be Talia?”

      The constable didn’t blink. “She said you headed straight toward the merchants’ warehouses.”

      Interesting. She didn’t know what part of the city she had been drawn to, other than that it had been older than many of the other parts of the city.

      “If you look into it, you’ll realize that the city would have burned had I done nothing. The fires were spreading, and I only did what I could to extinguish them.”

      “Do you believe this to be an open discussion?”

      “I believe we’re having a dialogue. You shouldn’t believe for one moment that I am unable to escape from here.”

      “And where would you go?” He stepped to the side and motioned for her to look down.

      High above her, she noticed the contraption that had been used to lower her, but it would be difficult to reach. The cliff was sheer rock and completely smooth. Below her, the sea was angry and created a thick froth where it crashed into jagged rocks. She could jump, but could she survive the jump? Even her powers had limits.

      “And if I escape?” she asked.

      That was what she feared more than anything. What would they do to her friends?

      “Your escape would require a lesson.”

      Carth had already seen the way the constabulary thought to provide lessons.

      The constable watched her for a moment before turning his back to her, seemingly content.

      “I could attack you here,” Carth said.

      “You could. And if you did, you’d place your friends in danger. If anything happens to me…”

      “You don’t even want to know whether what I’ve told you is true or not?”

      “Whether it’s true? You have been in the city for a short time. In that time, you have already proven yourself willing to violate our customs, attack my men, and basically show a complete disregard for Keyall. I can no longer let that go unpunished.”

      “If you let me work with you, I could be a valued member of the community,” she said.

      “Not from what I’ve heard of you.”

      “My reputation has preceded me, then?”

      He snorted. “What you have are stories of danger that come ahead of you. There are rumors of shadows and flame and rumors of the woman who wields them.”

      “What of rumors about an Elder Stone?” She still didn’t understand why those who had defied the Collector were convinced that he intended to acquire an Elder Stone, but that seemed the only piece that fit with what she had heard.

      “This is nothing more than a childhood story.”

      Carth watched him. “Is it?”

      He turned away and reached outward, either motioning or reaching for something that signaled for the contraption to descend. When it did, he stepped out onto it and turned briefly to Carth.

      “How long do you intend to hold me here?”

      “You will go before the tribunal, and you will face their recommendations.”

      “Without a chance to prove myself.”

      “What proof would there be? We have many witnesses who have testified already.”

      Why would he push her in this way… unless he had made a deal with the Collector?

      She could see why he would. How would he not, especially when he would want nothing more than to ensure that Keyall was safe? That move made sense.

      The constable watched her for a moment, but Carth couldn’t read him. If only she could, then she might be able to guess what he would do. He motioned with his hand and the platform was raised, pulling him out of view.
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        * * *

      

      Carth stood at the cave opening, listening to the sound of the waves crashing. Night had settled around her, leaving thick blankets of darkness. She focused on the darkness, pulling it toward her and listening.

      The night was silent other than the sound of the water. She heard nothing else, no sounds of gulls circling and nothing that would tell her that they were near the city. How far away from Keyall had they brought her?

      She had been here the better part of the day, though she wasn’t certain whether it had been longer than that. It was tempting to sneak out and scale the rock, but she worried that if she did, her friends would suffer. The constable was not one she was willing to risk challenging, not after what he’d shown with Jenna.

      She couldn’t wait here too much longer. If she did, she ran the risk of the Collector reaching for power in Keyall. Carth had issued a challenge and the Collector had answered.

      Maybe she needed to know whether she even could escape.

      Pulling on her connection to the shadows, she jabbed her hand into the rock next to the cave entrance.

      Shadows strengthened her. Usually, she could turn them into something real, something physical. Carth had expected to puncture the stone and create a handhold, but nothing happened.

      Carth shifted her focus, trying to use the connection to the flame. As before, there was nothing.

      Was she truly trapped?

      It would present an interesting challenge if so. She had never been trapped with her magic. When she’d been captured before, such as that time in Asador, her magic had been taken from her. This wasn’t anything like that.

      What if she tried the two of them together?

      A controlled explosion could get her a handhold, but she would have to do multiple controlled explosions. Was she capable of that?

      First, she had to decide whether even a single controlled explosion would work.

      She pressed her palm against the stone. It was smooth, almost perfectly so. It felt nothing like she would’ve expected, almost as if the sea had smoothed the rock over the years. Combining her two magics, Carth pressed through her palm.

      The force of the explosion threw her hand back.

      When she looked at the space where her hand had been, she saw no sign of any damage. There was nothing she could use as a handhold.

      The rock was impervious to her magic.

      She tried with more force, thinking that she could draw upon more power and use that to help get her free, but all that did was nearly send her tumbling over the edge from the force of the explosion.

      There had to be some way to get free, didn’t there?

      Maybe the better question was how the rock resisted the effects of her magic.

      She hadn’t found anything that was completely resistant to it before.

      Old warnings from her earliest instructors surfaced in her mind, advising her not to become too reliant upon her magic. What other options did she have?

      She moved to the back of the cell, trying to think through what had happened to her, but the only answer she came up with was that she would somehow have to risk jumping—and the jagged rocks beneath her made it so that was not a foolproof plan—or attack whoever came for her. They would have to bring her food, or eventually, bring her to this tribunal. She could make her escape then.

      In the meantime, she would plan, which meant trying to think through what she knew.

      And what she knew was that she had been placed in a difficult position. The Collector knew much more about her than she knew about him. Somehow, she would have to change that, though she wasn’t entirely sure how she would.
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        * * *

      

      When the constable returned the next day, Carth was ready.

      She had noticed the creak of the platform as it was lowered. When his shadowed form moved into view, she remained toward the back of the cell. Let him think that she would be cowed by what they had done to her.

      He stepped off and the platform started back up again, disappearing from view. They wouldn’t even leave it in case doing so risked the possibility of her escape.

      “I see that you tested the stone.”

      “You knew that I would.”

      The constable smiled. “I would have expected nothing less. You would have seen that there is nothing you can do to destroy the stone, not even with your magic.”

      “You seem to know quite a bit about my magic. Why is that?”

      The constable pushed a basket toward her. She smelled bread and noticed a jug of water. Should she trust that they wouldn’t poison her? It had been done before, and she now had a healthy skepticism when it came to what she consumed and where it came from.

      “We’ve spoken about the rumors that preceded your arrival.”

      “Humor me.”

      “Before the merchants stopped coming, they used to bring word of a woman who caused trouble in other cities.”

      “I take it from your tone that you don’t care about the fact that other cities were helped by what it did? Would you rather they remain oppressed?”

      He laughed. “Oppressed? You have spent some time in Keyall. Not much, but enough to know that the people of my city are anything but oppressed.”

      “I can’t make any statement about your people. All I know is that you prefer to rule with a strict discipline.”

      “You were warned.”

      Carth smiled. “I was warned.” She nodded at the basket. “Why are you the one to bring supplies to me? I imagine others could take on that task equally well.”

      “I wouldn’t risk any others.”

      “Risk them? I seem to recall how none of your men were permanently harmed when I pulled my friend from the stocks.”

      The constable’s face clouded a moment. “You chose restraint. I admit that I was surprised.”

      “Then you wouldn’t fear what I would do to your men. Unless you think you can’t trust them to my questions, but if that were the case, you could send someone who knew nothing. Instead, you come yourself, which places you in danger, especially if I decided to attack you.”

      He reached for his sword. “You believe that you could overpower me unarmed?”

      Carth nodded. “Yes.” She let the word hang in the air. It was time to press him. She needed to know one way or the other. “How long have you been working for him?”

      “I work for the city.”

      “If that is the case, then you not have placed yourself in danger. The only reason I can think of for your presence here is that he asked you to come, perhaps to send a message or perhaps because he wanted me to have certain information about him. Either way, I must admit that I am curious.”

      “You are mistaken.”

      “Am I? Prove it.” She took a step toward him and he tensed. With that movement, she thought she had the right of it. Had the constable made a deal? “He still wants something, though I am not clear what that might be. Rest assured, I will find out.”

      “The tribunal will meet with you in a few days. You should be ready.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You say that you won’t be ready?”

      Carth took another step toward him and he jerked back again. “I don’t think I’ll be here. Whatever he plans will come before then.”

      The constable stepped back and waved for the platform to be lowered. He stepped onto it and disappeared from view without saying another word.

      She sat back and waited.
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        * * *

      

      When the platform lowered again, Carth was ready.

      She waited near the back of the cave. It was toward the end of the third day of her captivity. She hadn’t eaten or drunk anything and would not until she was free and could choose what she consumed. She would grow weaker, but she believed that she wouldn’t have to wait much longer before managing to get free. Either she would make her escape or she would face the tribunal and escape then.

      The person who appeared was not who she expected.

      He was an older man with dark hair and flat black eyes, incredibly well-dressed. In another time—and place—he might be attractive. “Alistan Rhain.”

      He smiled. “You weren’t expecting me?”

      There had been a time when she had believed him to be the Collector. Then she had thought he only sat on the tribunal. Now she wasn’t certain. “Why are you here? I did you a favor, attacking the Collector’s ships.”

      “A favor? You’ve brought his attention here. How is that a favor?”

      “I intended to show that I would protect Keyall.”

      Rhain laughed. “Do you honestly believe that you can?”

      “I have in other places.”

      “Keyall isn’t like other places.”

      She had seen that to be true, and even questioned whether she needed to be involved, especially with the constables holding the power that they did. If she didn’t do the same as she had in other places, could she still work with the constables? “What does that mean?”

      Rhain only shrugged. “It means what it means. You are here, a guest of the tribunal, until your sentence is decided.” He smiled, an expression that was surprisingly predatory. “If you were able to escape, you would have done so. That tells me that you are well and truly captured. The thing about Keyall is that it is carved out of a strange section of the coast, a place born of fire long ago that sloughed off before falling into the sea.” He leaned against the narrow wall of her cell. “What’s interesting about it is how it has a natural resistance to heat, especially as it came from heat.”

      How was it possible that the stone the city sat upon resisted her?

      “And the shadows?” Since he was answering questions, maybe he would answer questions about that as well.

      “That is a simpler answer. The stone is incredibly hard. Nothing cuts into the surface.”

      She glanced around the cave and he laughed. “Yes, you would be right in questioning why these caves are here, but I’m afraid I don’t have an answer to that. It’s possible that they were carved by a magic greater than what we know, but I believe that they were created when all of this formed. Heat expanded and created a bubble so that these openings were made naturally. They are quite useful.”

      Carth frowned. “You are better educated than most merchants I’ve met.”

      He tipped his head. “You have met many merchants, haven’t you, Carthenne Rel? But I have studied in many places, collecting knowledge.”

      It was an interesting choice of words. Had she been wrong? Was he the Collector? “Such as?”

      He shrugged. “Many places. Asador. Obal. Thyr.” Seeing the frown on her face, he smiled. “Yes, even Thyr.”

      Obal? Why would he mention that city? She pushed away the question. “Then you know what is there. You know my purpose.”

      “I have more experience with the Hjan than you realize.”

      “Is that why you’re here? I know you’re not from Keyall originally. Did you come to find something that will help you counter them? Why tell me that… unless you need me for something. Is that why you came here?”

      Rhain stepped back and chuckled. “There’s the mind that I was led to believe you possessed. Yes. The Hjan are dangerous, though I would like to think that we could be equally dangerous here.”

      “Whatever you’re after, you can’t reach it on your own.”

      “In that, you would be correct. There is something that I cannot reach.”

      “Why do you think that I can?”

      “Let’s just say that I have a hunch that you have the necessary skill set for this.”

      “No.”

      He frowned. “No? Just like that?”

      Carth shrugged. “Just like that.”

      “You haven’t heard what I would offer in exchange.”

      Carth snorted. “You think you can barter with my friends’ safety? I believe you’re connected to the constables, but I doubt they would let me simply leave.”

      “No, perhaps they would not allow you to simply leave, but I would offer you something greater than your friends, though if you complete this for me, you would be granted something even more than your friends’ safety.”

      Carth waited. She didn’t doubt that Rhain would know how to appeal to her, nor did she doubt that he would have something that might sway her. She wasn’t expecting what he said next.

      “If you do this, I will convince the tribunal to free you… and your friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Carth sat near the back of the cell, barely able to move. How could she when she wanted nothing more than to pace while trying to determine what Rhain would have her do? She didn’t know whether his offer was genuine or not, but if it was, how could she not take it? Only, she wasn’t sure that it was genuine. This was the man who had brought the smugglers to Keyall, willing to risk an attack so he could continue to gain wealth. To collect wealth.

      That had to be it, didn’t it?

      The mystery she’d struggled to solve had been there all along.

      A part of her wondered if Rhain was the collector, but could he be? He wanted power, and would he have that if he attempted to destroy Keyall?

      What did he want from her now?

      It might be another maneuver.

      What if he was even more skilled at Tsatsun than she was? She would have loved the opportunity to play him on a board rather than play him like this, but this might be the only way she was allowed to play him.

      What would he gain by allowing her to rescue her friends? Other than her cooperation.

      Something he had said troubled her.

      Where had he studied?

      The list of the cities came to mind, but it was one of them that troubled her the most. Obal was rare enough, a minor place of study in the scheme of things, and he had said it almost intentionally.

      Why Obal?

      The same place she had come to know Linsay.

      Carth tried not to make too many connections, but they were there, regardless of what she wanted. She had been the one to suggest that they continue south, thinking that they could find a way to further neutralize the Hjan, and Carth had been so blinded by her desire to do so that she had been willing to listen, even when she should have known better.

      Could Linsay be working for the Collector?

      No.

      But the Collector had known about Carth for a while. He had been collecting information about her for even longer. Which meant that he could have been playing a long game with her—much longer than she had known.

      Could the Collector have maneuvered her to come here?

      Carth tried slowing her thoughts, thinking through what she knew. She had dealt him a setback. He had been irritated by the way she had started defending the other merchants, determined to drive him out—hadn’t he?

      Could it be that he wanted her to attack to draw her in?

      Hadn’t he proven that he would use people around him for diversions? The Collector didn’t seem to care about others, not enough that they would mean anything to him.

      It bothered her that she wouldn’t have seen it, but if she were trying to play someone like herself, wouldn’t she have done the same thing?
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        * * *

      

      It was late in the day when the platform lowered again. Carth barely looked up—until she realized that Linsay was on the platform.

      “Come on. I’m here to help you escape.”

      “Are you?” She stared at the ground.

      “Carth? We should go. I don’t know how long I can hold—”

      Carth looked up. “Did you betray us, Linsay?”

      Linsay’s eyes were wide. “Carth?”

      “I see it now. I should have made the connection before. You were always skilled at Tsatsun, but reserved. There were times when you would show flashes, but I had it in my head that those flashes were nothing more than chance—the luck of an emerging player. You’ve been with him all this time, haven’t you?”

      Linsay gripped the rope of the platform and didn’t move. Her eyes flashed with a hint of irritation that made Carth question whether she had been right.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Those weren’t flashes at all. You had been suppressing your ability with me. Downplaying it. All while trying to determine my tendencies.” What a way to play. Linsay had acquired everything she had needed to know for the Collector to use her, to play her the way that he had. “And the others never knew,” Carth said. “I thought the reason you weren’t taken like the others was because you were lucky, but that wasn’t it. The Collector didn’t want for you to be taken, did he?”

      “I can’t believe you would say something like that, Carth. I came here to try and help get you out. We can get the others. I know how to find them.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “That’s not what this is.”

      “Obal, Linsay. You were there with him, weren’t you?”

      Her breath caught, and Carth knew that she was right. She hated that she was.

      “Why? That doesn’t suit you. Not the woman I know.” If nothing else, Carth did know Linsay, and this didn’t fit. She had been reluctant and then eager to take enhancements. She had fought alongside the rest of them. And she had been hurt when Jenna was placed into the stocks. She was a skilled actor—she had to be to have convinced Carth that she was nothing more than she appeared—but there were emotions that would be difficult to fake.

      “You’re wrong. You’ve got it wrong.”

      Carth stood. “I wish that I did. That’s what hurts me the most. If you’ve learned nothing about me, you should know that I truly want to help the people who are with me. I wanted to help you. I wanted to help Jenna. Alayna. So many others. And you would take that from them.”

      “Carth?”

      Her voice was soft and reminded Carth of when they had first met. She had seemed so meek, and the change in her had been welcomed. Carth had been thrilled as Linsay had gradually come out of her shell—or at least had seemed to. Maybe she had never needed what Carth offered.

      Everything took on a different light now than it had before. She replayed every interaction she had had with Linsay over the last year they had been together. In that time, could everything have been about collecting information?

      “Tell your master that I won’t take on his task. Not if it means he acquires power to confront the Hjan.”

      “The Hjan?”

      Carth sniffed. “Yes. The Hjan. I will not risk the accords. If you knew anything about me, you would know that. Make sure he understands.”

      Linsay reached for the platform and stepped back on it. “I don’t know why you’re saying the things that you are, but they’re hurtful, Carth.”

      “Tell him.”

      Linsay looked at Carth with an expression ringed with sadness. For a moment, Carth wondered if she was making a mistake, but were Linsay truly worried about Carth’s response, she would have worn a different expression. It was the reason that Carth thought she was making the right decision.

      That still didn’t help with how she was going to escape.

      How would she get out?

      She was comfortable waiting until the tribunal, but if the Collector was determined to force her to help, maybe she couldn’t wait. Unless… he wanted her to wait until she was brought before the tribunal. It bothered her that she didn’t know. It could be that she was doing exactly what he wanted of her, or it could be that she was overthinking things.

      Then again, she believed that he had outplayed her. That was the only explanation that fit. Surprisingly, she didn’t mind the idea that she had been outplayed by a master of Tsatsun. What bothered her was that she had allowed Linsay to manipulate her. She should have been better than that.

      What she needed was to determine what the Collector was after. If it was the Elder Stone—and the fact that he sought some item of power that he believed would be potent enough to defeat the Hjan made her think that might be what he was after—how did he anticipate that she would acquire it?

      Rather than attempting an escape, Carth waited.

      She had no other choice. If she attempted anything, she risked doing exactly what he wanted, and she was determined not to do that, though she was no longer certain that she could avoid playing into his hands.

      When a shadow drifted in front of the cave entrance, she looked up. Who would it be this time?

      There was a part of her that was disappointed to see the constable. He carried a basket with him, this time heavy with bread and a cask of what smelled like wine. Her stomach rumbled, betraying her. She didn’t want him to know that she was hungry or thirsty, didn’t want him to know that she had not eaten anything that he had brought. Instead, she had tossed everything over the edge and out into the sea.

      “You can eat. You don’t have to worry that I’ve poisoned it,” he said.

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t? That’s exactly the sort of thing that someone would say if they did poison it.”

      He set the basket down and slid it toward her feet.

      “The tribunal prepares for the visit.”

      Carth hesitated. There was something about the way that he said it that made her question what was going to take place. “The tribunal will come here?”

      He laughed. He didn’t bother to stay away from her, as if not mindful of the fact that she could attack him. She still had not discovered whether he had some ability that protected him or whether he was protected by some natural defenses that came from Keyall.

      “And risk you escaping? The tribunal recognizes that we are lucky to have captured you here. If we brought you out of this cell, we would run the risk of you escaping. I think everyone is fully aware of how difficult it would be to recapture you. No one wants to risk that.”

      That had been what she’d counted on. She had hoped that they would be willing to risk bringing her from the cell, as it would be the only way for her to possibly manage to escape. Now—if they intended to come here—she was left with the choice of risking her escape or attacking the tribunal. If she did attack the tribunal, would she endanger her friends? She wouldn’t put it past the constable to have placed some sort of defenses around them so that if she did attack—and if she did attempt to escape—they would react.

      “How much longer do I have before the tribunal meets?” He had told her she had three days, but had that changed since she had refused to do what the Collector had asked?

      “The timing hasn’t changed. You have two more days.”

      “What do you mean I have two more days?”

      He shrugged. “You have been given two days to prepare your defense.”

      Carth smiled. “How can I prepare my defense while I am trapped here?”

      “If what you have told me is the truth”—he arched a brow at her, making it clear that he did not believe that it was—“then there should be little difficulty. The truth should be enough to set you free.”

      Carth laughed. “Do you really believe that my telling the truth is what would set me free? I’ve lived long enough and experienced enough to know that sometimes the truth is not enough. Sometimes one must take matters into one’s own hands in order to set oneself free.”

      The constable turned his attention back to the sheer drop-off and made his motion to whoever was waiting up above. “You may try, but I suspect that you have come to the same conclusion as others who have found themselves trapped here. There is no escape.”

      When the platform appeared, he climbed onto it and motioned. He disappeared, leaving her watching as he rose away from the cell, leaving her trapped here once more.
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      No one came to visit the next day.

      Carth abandoned her fast and risked a few nibbles of the bread. It was stale and crunched between her fingers, but after having nothing to eat for as long as she had, she found her mouth watering. She sipped at the wine, curious whether it would be poisoned, and was pleasantly surprised to learn that it was not.

      She leaned against the back wall of the cavern, thinking, trying to determine what it would take to get herself to freedom. If she had access to enhancements, that might be enough to help her survive a jump from this height, but even that might fail her. It wasn’t the height that intimidated her. Rather, it was the jagged rocks and the churn to the water that warned her of the current below. She had attempted to use her magic on the rock once more, but it had failed the same as it had the first time. There was no escape.

      Carth had little doubt that the tribunal would find her guilty. How could they not, after she had been observed striding through the edge of the city, glowing with the power of her magic? Her friends might believe her—and she counted on them to believe her—but it would be difficult for anyone else to believe that she had not destroyed the section of the city. She knew how it looked and knew how strict and regimented the constables in Keyall were. And yet, had she not used her magic, the entire city of Keyall would have burned.

      She had to respect the Collector for forcing her to make that decision. How could he have known how she would react?

      He must have been watching her for a long time. Could he have known about her exploits in Asador? From his comments, it was possible that he did. Could he have known about what she had done prior to coming to Asador? Would he have known what she had faced when she was still in Nyaesh? But then, he must have known. He was familiar with the fact that she had trained with the A’ras.

      Time moved past slowly. She lost track of the hours, focusing on the light coming through the mouth of the cave, knowing that on the day following this, the tribunal would appear. Who sat on the tribunal? How many people would be judging her? She imagined others like the constable and suspected that they would judge her just as harshly. She prepared herself to attack, knowing that she might need to so that she could escape and find her friends. If she did nothing, they would be subject to the same judgment as her, and she worried that the tribunal would be equally harsh with them as they would be with her, possibly out of irritation with her.

      Carth made her way to the entrance of the cave and watched the sunset. It was a beautiful sky, and as the sun fell toward the horizon, Carth had a sense of foreboding. It was strange for her to feel so helpless when it came to her fate. She was used to being in control, used to being the one that others feared.

      When a shadow passed in front of the cave, Carth knew the tribunal had arrived.

      She debated what the appropriate response would be. Should she appear remorseful, or should she be deferential? Or should she be neither and stand before them, holding herself with the confidence that would be expected of her?

      When the first figure stepped off the platform, Carth frowned.

      The Collector. What would he be doing here now?

      “The tribunal will be here soon…”

      He flashed a smile at her, and she wondered at the reason until she realized that others followed him, including Talia. Her fears that Talia worked on behalf of the Collector were proven accurate with her presence.

      “What is this?” She directed the question at the Collector, but the constable, who stepped off the platform last, was the one who answered.

      “This is the tribunal. You were informed that they would be coming today and that you would have an opportunity to make your case.”

      Carth frowned. “This is the tribunal?” If the Collector were involved in the tribunal, he was already more integrated with them than she realized. She had expected him to have manipulated things so that he would force her to make whatever decisions he intended for her but had not anticipated having him be a part of the tribunal.

      Was this his way of ensuring that she did exactly what he wanted?

      A tall woman stepped forward. She had straight brown hair and a severe forehead with a sharp nose. Her skin was deeply tanned, much like many of those she had met in Keyall. “You are Carthenne Rel?”

      Carth looked at the others standing before her. In addition to the Collector and the woman, there was a third man. He was pudgy and had deep-set eyes and slicked-back black hair. He was dressed in a rich chocolate jacket with significant embroidery along the sleeves and a few colorful flourishes sewn into the lapel. He would be some sort of nobility.

      What of the woman? She didn’t strike Carth as nobility. She had a hard edge to her and her posture spoke of authority. If not nobility, then… Her gaze drifted to the constable. She would be with the constabulary.

      And then there was the Collector. He was dressed all in black today, and the cut of his wool jacket screamed of cost. Carth had traveled enough to recognize quality of craftsmanship when she saw it. A short sword was sheathed at his side. His eyes studied her, as if he expected her to attack.

      If she attacked, he would get what he wanted and she would prove that she should not be in Keyall. If she suffered through the farce that was bound to be the tribunal, he would also get what he wanted.

      There was no good option for her. That was exactly what he wanted.

      She had to marvel at the gamesmanship. He had truly placed her into a situation where any decision she made would be difficult—and lead to an outcome where her friends would suffer. Without knowing where to find them, she could do nothing to help. She hated feeling that way, hated the helplessness and the fact that there seemed to be nothing that she could do.

      “I am Carthenne Rel.”

      “You stand before the tribunal in Keyall accused of a grievous crime. What have you to say for yourself?”

      Carth glanced from face to face. “You know my name. I would like to know the names of my accusers.”

      The Collector smiled. “You face the tribunal, Carthenne Rel. You don’t get to make demands.”

      “It is only just that she know the names of her accusers,” the severe-looking woman said.

      The Collector kept his gaze on Carth, and he nodded once. There was the slightest edge of tension around his eyes. Had he hoped that he could keep Carth from knowing his name? She knew him only as the Collector, nothing else. Even the constable. She hadn’t learned his name, and she had spoken to him many times.

      “I am Natassa Ol’tohn,” the woman said, bowing her head. “I believe you have met Peter,” she said, nodding at the constable.

      The chubbier man stepped forward. “I am Lord Tundal Faslan.” Carth searched her memory for anything that would make that name memorable, but could come up with nothing.

      “And you?” She eyed the Collector with a neutral stare. Let him think that he had not gotten to her.

      “I am nothing but a simple merchant.”

      Lord Faslan spluttered. “Simple? You have acquired more wealth than most in Keyall ever managed to acquire, and you have done it in a matter of years.”

      “Less now than a month ago.” He eyed Carth as he said it. Would he admit to what he had done to acquire his wealth? Did the others even know? She doubted that they did. To them, he was a merchant, not a man whose tactics were to be feared. To them, he was not a Tsatsun master playing a game with them. That was something reserved only for Carth, and she watched him, waiting for some reaction, but there was none.

      “Would you prefer to be called Simple or Merchant?” Carth asked.

      He glared at her for a moment. She was pleased that she had gotten him. She hadn’t been certain whether it was possible.

      “You may call him Alistan Rhain,” Natassa said.

      “Yes. I am well aware of what I may call him,” Carth said, glaring at Rhain. She wanted time alone with him so that she would get the answers she wanted. That was all she needed.

      “You are here because you have been accused of destroying the city. You are accused of ignoring the laws of Keyall and the rightful imprisonment of lawbreakers. And you are accused of corrupting our citizens.”

      “And how exactly have I been corrupting your citizens?” Carth asked.

      “You have been observed attempting to influence them, working with those who seek to overthrow the lawful government.”

      Carth frowned. Could they mean the smugglers? She didn’t have much experience with them, other than when they had camped outside of the city, but didn’t think that they intended to overthrow the government of Keyall. They feared for what the Collector wanted from them, and they had worked with Rhain… hadn’t they?

      “What do you have to say in your defense?” the Collector asked.

      Carth considered him for a moment. What did he intend for her to say? He had something in mind, though what that was wasn’t clear. She tried thinking of how the pieces would move around on the game board, but without knowing the nature of the pieces and what motivated them, she struggled to know what the Collector intended.

      “I have explained myself to your constable already. I was defending the city, not attempting to destroy it. There was another who thought to create an explosion, and I was doing what I could to control it.”

      Natassa studied her for a moment. “If this is true, this would weigh heavily in your favor. Do you have any way of proving this?”

      She couldn’t prove that it was the Collector, and he knew that. She couldn’t even prove that it was Talia, though even if she could, Carth wasn’t certain that she would want to implicate her. The woman needed her help—whether she knew it or not.

      “Unfortunately, I am unable to confirm who was involved.” She looked at Talia, and the other woman held her gaze for a moment before looking down. If nothing else, Carth was determined to prove that she would help Talia and that she would not betray her. She would need to know that Carth meant to help.

      The corners of the Collector’s mouth turned in a hint of a smile. Was she playing in to his plans? Even if she was, did it matter? She didn’t want to implicate Talia, because if she did, Talia would be the one facing the tribunal. Carth didn’t know enough about the woman to know whether she deserved that, but if she truly was coerced into assisting the Collector, Talia needed her help. Carth might not be able to help Linsay, but maybe she could help Talia.

      “And then there is the blatant disregard for the laws of Keyall,” Natassa went on.

      “By that, I presume you mean your holding one of my companions in the stocks as a way of teaching her a lesson? This would be a woman who has suffered much abuse, and so placing her into confinement such as you did would of course elicit such a reaction.”

      “Yet you did nothing to try to follow the lawful processes,” Natassa said.

      “Didn’t I? I spoke to Peter, but he seemed unconcerned about my objection to the punishment.”

      Peter studied her. Carth had thought that he worked for the Collector, but she was no longer certain. It could be that the Collector exerted his influence on the tribunal and that he had not taken control of the constables.

      “You thought it necessary to attack my men in order to rescue her?”

      “I thought it necessary to end her torment. If it required attacking your men to do so…” She shrugged. What other response could there be? “And your accusation of corruption is little more than a fallacy. I imagine it came from Alistan Rhain.”

      Natassa glanced at him before turning her attention back to Carth. “He is a valued member of our society.”

      Carth shook her head. “What is your punishment?”

      “You have nothing to say for yourself?” the Collector asked.

      Carth glanced at the others and knew that anything she might say would be useless. Worse, anything she might say would provide the Collector with more information about her. If she did manage to escape—and she was no longer certain that was a given—she had to ensure that he not learn even more about her. The fact that he had infiltrated her network—that Linsay had managed to get so close to her that she had discovered information that could be used against Carth—would force Carth to reevaluate her entire organization.

      “I have said all that I intend to say. And I think that the tribunal has already made up their mind prior to coming here.”

      “I had thought you might want to say more on your friends’ behalf,” the Collector said.

      “My friends’ behalf?”

      He nodded solemnly. “They are your co-conspirators. They have been silent, unwilling to speak against you, I suspect out of fear. We have offered our reassurances that they would be protected within Keyall, but the threat of the great Carthenne Rel”—with this, he did smile—“has been enough to buy their silence. One of them in particular still owes a debt to Keyall, and there is only one way such a debt can be repaid.”

      Carth didn’t like the way that this conversation was heading. What would they do to Jenna? That was who he referred to, and her friend had suffered enough that she didn’t deserve to suffer anything more, especially at the hands of the Collector and for his own personal vendetta against Carth.

      “What penance have you required?”

      The Collector smiled and opened his mouth as if to speak but Natassa cut him off. “That is enough. We do not need to torment her with what will take place. The tribunal will meet and discuss, and we will return with our decision.”

      One by one, they stepped back onto the platform, with Peter the last to leave. Carth tried meeting the Collector’s eyes, but he made a point of looking away from her. Did he fear to meet her eyes or was it all part of the game he was playing with her?

      It was Talia who looked at her the longest. Her gaze lingered until she disappeared, the platform rising back out of view, leaving Carth staring out at the sky, wondering what fate would befall her friends.
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      Carth rested with her back against the rock. She couldn’t sleep, not well, and not with the thoughts that plagued her. Every effort that she had made at using her magic on the stone had failed. If she could have escaped, she would have done so and gone and found one of the tribunal members to force them to tell her where to find her friends. There was no way to get free.

      She heard a gentle creaking and started into a greater alertness.

      The sound reminded her of the creaking of her ship on the waves, a sound that had once been reassuring. The suddenness of it, and the strangeness to it, jolted her into full alertness.

      She crept forward, drawing on the shadows for concealment. Was someone coming for her? Could the tribunal have made their decision?

      If they had, she wasn’t certain what it meant for them to be coming at this point in the night.

      Carth didn’t have to wait long. The platform appeared, a smear of shadow against the night. She waited for whoever might step off it, expecting Peter or perhaps Natassa, and less likely, the Collector.

      It was Talia.

      “Why are you here?” Carth asked.

      “You didn’t betray me when you could have,” Talia said.

      “What would the purpose of me betraying you have been?” Carth asked.

      “Purpose? You could have said anything to have gotten yourself free. Instead, you did not. You seemed like you protected me.”

      “That’s what I do. That’s the foolishness that you thought to comment on. That foolishness has kept many people safe. That’s why I offered my protection to you in the first place.”

      Talia shook her head. “I didn’t know.”

      Carth took a step toward her. “Did he send you here?”

      Talia’s eyes widened slightly. “No. He doesn’t know that I’ve come.”

      “I find that hard to believe. If he is what I believe him to be, he will have anticipated your coming, even if you didn’t tell him.” Carth couldn’t believe that Talia would not have shared with the Collector that she was coming. It was exactly the kind of thing the Collector would have done, trying to play Carth in such a way that she would believe Talia to have come of her own volition.

      “I only came because the tribunal has come to a decision,” Talia said.

      “And?”

      “And they have sentenced you to death.”

      “If that’s the case, why wouldn’t I make my escape now?” Carth asked.

      “Because they still have your friends. I overheard their plans for them. They think to punish them the same way. It is meant as a deterrent for outsiders, to prevent anyone from thinking to linger too long here.”

      “I thought Keyall wanted merchants’ money.”

      “The money, but not the headache that comes with having outsiders here. You don’t understand.”

      Carth laughed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t understand? I’ve lived my entire life as an outsider. Everywhere I go is someplace new to me, and everywhere I go, I must establish myself. Don’t presume to know what I have experienced,” Carth said.

      “I thought you would want to help them.”

      “I do want to help them.”

      “I can show you where they’re kept.”

      Carth eyed Talia suspiciously. “And why would you do that? What purpose do you have in helping me?”

      “You could have implicated me. I want to repay the favor.”

      Carth frowned as she considered Talia for a moment. “He doesn’t know that you were the one responsible for the explosions in the city, does he?”

      Carth had thought that the Collector had encouraged Talia to blow up that section of the city, but maybe he hadn’t. Could Talia have been working against him? Could she have been testing some way of escaping his reach? Or, maybe more likely, had she attempted to destroy the Collector’s connection to power?

      “He doesn’t know that I’m here,” Talia said.

      “Are you certain? From what I can tell, the Collector is aware of far more than I would have once given him credit for. It’s possible that he not only knows that you’re here, but he wanted you to be here.”

      “Why would he want me to be here?”

      “Because he offered you to me as a bargaining chip to get me to do what he wants.”

      Talia’s eyes narrowed slightly.

      “You didn’t realize that he had done that, did you?”

      Talia shook her head. “Why would he think that would work?”

      Carth breathed out heavily. “Because he has had someone spying on me for quite some time. She’s the reason I am even here in Keyall.”

      Talia gasped. “How could he have reached that far?”

      “The better question is how he planned that long. She’s been with me for the better part of a year, which means that he must have been planning to place her with me even longer.” That was what troubled Carth more than anything. The Collector was playing a long game, much longer than she had imagined possible. She had thought that her ability to force accords between the Hjan, the A’ras, and the Ih represented a long sort of game, but the Collector proved that she had been shortsighted.

      “You’re sure he’s been planning this for a long time?”

      “Now I’m sure,” Carth said. “I may not have been before, but it explains much to me.”

      “Which explains why he wasn’t surprised when I shared with him what I had learned about you. I’ve always known him to be well connected and to have knowledge that it seemed as if he shouldn’t have—he is the Collector, after all—but that seemed surprising. You had never been this far south.”

      “He made it sound as if rumor of me had spread from merchants making their way south,” Carth said.

      Talia shrugged. “Perhaps some did, but he knew more about you than what I would’ve expected from him.”

      Carth let out a heavy sigh. “You never told me why you blew up the section of the city.”

      “Because he has been gathering it, though I don’t know why. He wanted it empty. These were stores that once had been profitable and prominent within Keyall. After he bought them out, they became empty, shells of what they once had been. This was my home. Seeing him change it…”

      Could the Collector have known that he would drive Talia to such anger that she would retaliate?

      It seemed far too coincidental and almost impossible to believe that he would be able to exert so much control over her reaction, but wasn’t that one of the keys of Tsatsun? He would have learned about Talia, and he would have discovered in what ways she might respond so that he could force her to react in the way that he intended and not in any other way.

      Carth had played Tsatsun on a broader scale, forcing the Hjan to agree to the accords, but had never tried it on such an individual level. It was almost too much to consider attempting. Doing so required him to be able to navigate dozens—possibly hundreds—of people.

      Which was why she was certain he was a Tsatsun master. She didn’t doubt that he had manipulated her reaction. It simply impressed Carth that he was able to do so.

      A nagging doubt at the back of her mind troubled her. Could the Collector still be playing her? It was possible that he intended for Talia to come to Carth this way, and that her doing so would prompt her to react in a way that he wanted, but…

      Thinking through it left her mind busied. It had been a long time since she had felt that way about strategy, since before she’d attempted to learn Tsatsun.

      She needed to sit in front of a board, if only to organize her thoughts.

      “You came here to help me escape?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “He doesn’t know.”

      That was one thing she questioned, but that was also the thing that might matter the least. If the Collector knew that Talia was here and knew that she would help rescue Carth, it didn’t change the fact that Carth had a choice. She had seen the way the rest of the tribunal had reacted. They would convict her, so she didn’t struggle to believe that the tribunal would sentence her to death, even though that seemed extreme. What else would they do with her, though? They feared her enough to trap her in a cell like this, a place where not only could she not escape, but her magic was ineffective. If they were that scared of her, she wasn’t surprised that they would be motivated by fear to end her.

      “What’s your price?” Carth asked.

      “Price?”

      “For helping me. What are you going to require in return?”

      Talia shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “You’re just going to help me escape? That’s it?”

      Talia nodded.

      “And when the Collector learned that you helped, if he does not know already?”

      “Then it will have been a choice that I made,” Talia said. “I will face the consequences.”

      That was more than most were willing to do, Carth knew.

      With a sigh, she nodded to Talia, motioning her forward and to the platform. Carth followed and stepped out of the cave and into the darkness of night. She breathed in the cool salt air and felt a momentary flutter of nerves at agreeing to risk herself—and also her friends—without having all of the information necessary.

      “I will pledge my protection,” she said to Talia as a woman began pulling on the rope, raising the platform.

      Talia glanced back at her. “I’m not sure that even you can offer that.”

      Carth frowned, knowing that Talia might be right, but that didn’t change the fact that she would help. “I’ve faced others who were believed to be unstoppable, and I’ve managed to defeat them.” Defeat might be too strong of a word. She had stopped Danis, but she hadn’t defeated him. He remained a threat, if neutralized.

      “I will help you get your friends, and then you should leave Keyall behind.”

      She looked over at Talia, holding her gaze. Could she do that? If she left, what would happen to her? Maybe nothing. It was possible that the Collector didn’t know that Talia had helped Carth, but the more likely answer was that he already knew—if he hadn’t manipulated it so that she helped.

      “You could come with me,” Carth said.

      Talia shook her head. “If only I could.”

      “And why can’t you?”

      “Because I’m not the only one he has forced to work with him.”

      As Carth looked at her, she knew that she couldn’t abandon Talia—or anyone else who might need her help—not if the Collector truly had forced them to serve. She wouldn’t have abandoned anyone to Danis and the rest of the Hjan, and she couldn’t very well leave Talia and the rest of Keyall under the thumb of the Collector.

      Which meant that she would somehow have to stop him.

      Even coming to that realization didn’t make her feel good. She couldn’t be certain that she was making it of her own accord. What if the Collector had somehow coerced her into such a choice?
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      Talia stopped the platform at the entrance to another cavern. Darkness poured inside, but Carth could detect movement within. Was this another cell, much like hers had been a cell? Was this what the Collector had done to her friends?

      “Here?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “The others are here.”

      “All of them?”

      “All of them. There are few enough of these sorts of cells. It’s uncommon for them to be used, and when they are, typically the prisoners are kept together. You were the first in many years to have been imprisoned alone.”

      Carth didn’t know whether she should be pleased at the compliment or offended.

      She stepped off the platform before Talia had stopped its ascent completely. She hurried into the cave, detecting the sense of Jenna and Alayna. There was a third sense here, but it was faint.

      Had something happened to Boiyn?

      When she approached, Jenna lunged out of the darkness and collided with her, tackling her to the ground. A knee crashed into her ribs and Jenna pushed her down, readying to slam her fist into Carth’s face.

      “Jenna—”

      Jenna’s attack eased before stopping. “Carth? How is it that you’re here?”

      “Talia helped rescue—”

      Jenna leapt to her feet and sprinted toward Talia, pinning her to the wall.

      “Jenna,” Carth said, trying to calm her friend. “She helped me.”

      Jenna glanced over at Carth, her eyes carrying a hint of the wildness they had had after her capture and imprisonment. “She’s the reason we’re here, Carth. She’s with him. The Collector.”

      Carth nodded. “I know.”

      “You know?”

      Carth nodded again. “I know that she’s with the Collector. What I don’t know is whether she’s helping me because she wants to help or because it’s what he wants her to do.”

      Talia frowned. “I had told you—”

      “You told me that you were helping because I didn’t reveal what you had done. That doesn’t tell me whether or not it’s what the Collector wants done.”

      “I’m not helping him with this.”

      “Not that you know.”

      “Where’s Alayna?”

      Jenna gradually released her hold on Talia and nodded toward the back of the cave. “She’s watching over Boiyn.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Jenna shook her head. “I don’t know. He’s gotten worse the longer we’re here, but we don’t know why.”

      Carth thought she knew why. Before their capture, Boiyn had sustained a severe burn when the ship had been destroyed. Could he have been more injured than she had realized?

      She hurried to the back of the cave and found Alayna, who looked up and blinked, taking a moment before she spoke. “Carth?” she whispered.

      Carth took her hand, squeezing it gently. “I’m here.”

      “How? I mean… How? They told us that your magic wouldn’t work here, and after what you had experienced before, we weren’t sure whether to believe them, but days passed and you never came for us.”

      “I’m here now.”

      She looked down at Boiyn. He didn’t move. He breathed slowly, far more slowly than what Carth thought that he should, and heat radiated from his forehead. Boiyn had pale skin, and she had never seen him sweat, likely something related to his albinism, though she wasn’t certain whether that was true.

      “We’re going to get you out of here, Boiyn.”

      It seemed as if his breathing quickened, but not much.

      “Where can we take him? Everything that he would’ve had to help us would have been destroyed on the ship,” Alayna said.

      Carth scooped Boiyn up. He was light, and the heat coming off him troubled her. She’d felt others with such fevers, and she knew she didn’t have the healing knowledge necessary to help him. The only one who might have that knowledge was the man lying injured and dying in her arms.

      As she made her way toward the mouth of the cave, she glanced over at Alayna. “I don’t know where we’ll take him. We’ll find an herbalist and see if they can offer us any assistance.”

      “You would trust someone in the city?” Alayna asked.

      “What choice do we have?”

      As they reached the platform, Alayna looked around. “What of Linsay? They didn’t imprison her with us, so we hope that either she was with you or she had gotten away.”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, suppressing the surge of frustration. “Neither.”

      Jenna frowned. “What?”

      Carth shook her head. “The answer is neither. Linsay is working with the Collector.”

      “She wouldn’t do that, not to us. I know she was getting frustrated with what we were doing, but…”

      Carth sighed. “It was all an act. She’s been working with the Collector, feeding him information. I don’t know how long she’s been doing it, but probably from the very beginning. That’s how he knew so much about me, and how he knew the way that I would react.”

      “Are you sure?” Alayna asked. “Linsay has helped us. She’s been with us.”

      Carth nodded. “I didn’t want to believe it either. I think the Collector counted on that, and counted on the fact that I would be swayed by her story, and that she would be able to influence me.” And she had. If nothing else, it had revealed a weakness to Carth, though it was a weakness that Carth had known she had. She didn’t need the Collector to demonstrate that she had a weakness in helping those who were otherwise helpless. It had gotten her in trouble more times than she wanted to admit. But now it seemed as if her weakness had potentially put others she cared about in danger. That weakness would need to be turned into a strength, though Carth wasn’t certain that she knew how.

      “I’m sure.”

      They started up the platform, heading into the dark night. Carth helped with the ropes, pulling on her connection to the shadows to strengthen her so that she could bring them to the surface more quickly. Once there, they had to find a way to get Boiyn help, and then she had to figure out what she was going to do about the Collector.

      “Do you know what he wants? Is it really an Elder Stone?” Alayna asked.

      Talia tipped her head to the side, listening. What did she know about what the Collector was after?

      “He came to me when I was trapped,” Carth said. She pulled on the rope, heaving with shadow-enhanced strength. “He wanted me to find something for him. That’s the reason that he convinced Linsay to guide us here. He intended for me to be the one to help him, somehow.”

      “Why? What is it that he thinks that you can help him get?” Alayna asked. “Is it this Elder Stone?”

      “He didn’t tell me,” Carth said. “There is something of power that he is convinced will help him defeat the Hjan.”

      “If he has been getting information from Linsay, he would know that you forged the accords,” Alayna said.

      Carth nodded. “He would know, but he would also know that I might be the only one who has ever defeated the Hjan, at least enough to influence their behavior.”

      “And there’s something here that would allow him to have that kind of power?” Alayna asked.

      Carth looked at the stone as it moved past. She pulled on the rope, her hands feeling fatigued from doing so, knowing that there was a sort of power here, one that she was all too aware of. That power resisted her connection to her own power, and it was enough to prevent her from using either shadow or flames to force her way to freedom.

      “We have learned time and again that there are many types of power in the world,” Carth said. “Some are magical, and some are a natural sort of power.” She looked down at Boiyn, thinking of his enhancements. They would have been valuable during her captivity, as much as she disliked the idea of being reliant upon them. “I wouldn’t be surprised that there is something here that he feels might be helpful in gaining more power. The problem is I’m not certain that someone like him should be in command of that much power.”

      “Then don’t find it for him,” Talia said. She spoke softly, and the faint moonlight that drifted down reflected off her skin, making it seem to glow. “Just leave it alone. I don’t know if it is an Elder Stone, or if they could even be real, but I do know that he can’t be trusted with that much power. Maybe no one could.”

      “Carth could,” Jenna said. The wildness had left her eyes, but the hollowness, the edge that remained from the elixir she had taken to calm her, had not. Carth had to help bring her back from that, regardless of what else she had done. Her friend deserved that. She deserved happiness. She had been through too much otherwise.

      “Maybe,” Talia said. “But if you find it”—she stared at Carth, her expression hard—“he will take it from you. He is the smartest man I have ever met. He is cold. Calculating. It’s how he managed to rise to such power in Keyall in such a short period of time. Don’t claim it, I beg of you.”

      “I have no intention of finding it, even if such a thing were to exist.”

      “No? You aren’t even tempted to know whether an Elder Stone could exist?” Alayna asked.

      Carth breathed out a heavy sigh. There was temptation, but she knew enough about herself—and what she had been through—to know that power corrupted. It was why she avoided utilizing enhancements. If she were given even more power than she already possessed, she didn’t know what she might do with it. Would she become corrupted? Would she begin to think that she had the right to rule and the right to decide on behalf of others? Already there were times when she thought that she might be overstepping, but she did so with a desire to help. If she kept that desire at the forefront of her mind, she knew that she would make mistakes, but she would be making them for the right reason. If nothing else, she was comfortable with that.

      “I need to ensure that the Collector doesn’t hurt anyone.”

      Alayna shook her head. “That’s not why you should stop him.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because he will disrupt the accords, and you’re the only one who should be allowed to do that.”

      Carth smiled. “Eventually. There will come a time when I will have to stop the threat of the Hjan.”

      The others didn’t understand the threat nearly as well as Carth. They hadn’t known the Hjan the way that Carth did, and hadn’t encountered them as often—or as dangerously—as Carth had. But they believed her. They had seen others hurt by the Hjan, and they knew that they could not be allowed to continue growing more powerful.

      “How do you intend to stop him?” Alayna whispered.

      They reached the top of the cliff. The mechanism that comprised the platform was impressive. An entire building of gears worked to help lower the platform down the side of the cliff. A man lay motionless near the door, and Carth glanced over at Talia. Maybe the woman was telling her the truth and she had come here without the blessing of the Collector. How long would it take for the Collector to realize that Talia was the one who had freed Carth and her friends?

      “I’m not sure that I can stop him,” Carth said.

      “Then we should go,” Jenna said.

      Carth glanced at her friend, surprised by the reaction. She had never known Jenna to run from a fight. If anything, Jenna had always been the one needing to be reined in, always too impulsive. And now, if she had changed that much, it bothered Carth that her friend would be like that.

      “I think… I think I need to find what he’s after,” Carth said.

      Talia’s eyes widened. “Carthenne—”

      Carth looked at her, meeting the woman’s dark eyes. “Tell him that. Tell him that I will find the Elder Stone. And tell him that when I do, I expect that it will give me the power to stop him.”
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      Carth leaned over the table in the tavern, staring at the piece of paper that she had marked out, turning it into a Tsatsun board. The tavern was on the edge of the city, far enough away from the constables that she doubted that she would draw their attention. She hoped that she could maintain their anonymity here, in a place other travelers moved through.

      Trade had returned to Keyall. Not so much as there once had been, but more than had come through here in some time. Dozens of ships were out in the harbor, each from the north, and their merchants and sailors began to add to the color of the city once more.

      She surveyed the tavern. There were a handful of other merchants, each dressed in clothes from one of the northern cities, unique enough that Carth could pick them out from a distance. Because of that, she could blend in. And she wondered if perhaps she could return to the north on one of the ships, were it necessary.

      A mug of ale sat on the table in front of her, untouched. The plate of food had been picked at, but she hadn’t given it the attention it needed either.

      Carth sighed and studied the makeshift Tsatsun board again. As she did, she asked herself the question that had driven her to create the board in the first place: what would the Collector do?

      In order to determine that, she arranged her makeshift pieces around the board, creating the Collector’s position and placing Carth in the position of weakness. It was the only way that she could think to determine how he was playing her, and even in that, she wasn’t certain whether she had accounted for everything that he knew and was planning.

      When arranged like this, it was easier for her to see how he had managed to force her into this predicament. It was easier for her to understand why she struggled to outmaneuver him. He had her blocked at each attempt. His stones included the tribunal and the constables, while Carth had only her small collection of stones—and one of them had actually turned out to be one of the Collector’s pieces.

      It was a losing hand.

      Alayna pulled the chair opposite Carth out and took a seat. “Boiyn recovers,” she said.

      Carth nodded. She wouldn’t have started this game had Boiyn not already been on the mend. They had found a healer, someone they could buy off with coins she’d stolen from one of the wealthier merchants, slipping her hand in and out of his pocket before he even noticed. It was a technique she had learned as a child that had never faded, and she felt no remorse at taking what she needed.

      “Did she say how long she thought it would take for him to fully recover?”

      Alayna shook her head. “Only that he needs rest. It might be several days until he’s back on his feet. Even then, she wasn’t sure. She’s not had any experience with someone quite like him.”

      The comment elicited a laugh, and Carth shook her head. “Few have ever met anyone quite like Boiyn.”

      “When he recovers enough, he might be able to mix an elixir that will help himself.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Carth moved a piece around on the board, still not satisfied with the way the game board was laid out. She moved her own piece, sliding it so that she confronted the Collector, and found that when she did, she was flanked in multiple directions. What she considered the Stone—the Elder Stone—was still unobtainable, at least without the Collector realizing what she did or the way that she went after it.

      For what she wanted to accomplish to work, she would need for the Collector not to know what she was doing.

      There didn’t seem to be any way for him not to know what she was doing.

      “Have you figured out how you’re going to beat him?” Alayna asked. She looked at the pieces and lifted the one that indicated the Collector. “I presume that this is you and our side?”

      Carth laughed and leaned back in her chair, reaching for the mug of ale. It was warm and more bitter than she liked, but it was all that she had. “You would presume wrong,” Carth said.

      Alayna’s eyes widened. “This isn’t our side?”

      Carth started pointing to the pieces. She plucked the one that Alayna had in her hand away from her and set it back on the board. “This would be the Collector.” She pointed to another piece. “This is the head constable, Natassa. This is her underlying, Peter, the man we first encountered. And this is Alistan Rhain. All of them make up the tribunal, which places us in a difficult situation. Then there are these,” she said, motioning to a ring of pieces that were more distant than the others. Each of them would make movement difficult.

      “What are those?”

      “Those are people like Talia, people that he has influenced to react in his specific way. Those are people who he counts on to ensure his safety.”

      Alayna stared at the board. Carth had worked with her on playing Tsatsun, but she didn’t have much of a mind for it, though she hadn’t thought Linsay had much of a mind for it either, and that had proven not to be the case.

      “Do you see some way for us to succeed?” she asked.

      Carth smiled. “I’m not sure that succeeding is what we can even count on. I want to simply keep us alive.”

      “We can’t win?”

      Carth stared at the board, moving the pieces in her mind, trying to come up with the various strategies that might work. Anything she came up with led to their defeat within a few moves. There was nothing that she could imagine that would bring them victory.

      “I don’t see a way to win. We need to find a way to survive.”

      “Only survive?”

      Carth couldn’t take her eyes off the game board. It felt as if she were playing as a beginner, the same way that she had felt when she had first learned to play Tsatsun, and how easily she was beaten. In that time, she had placed herself into her opponent’s mindset and used that to help her come up with what her next plan needed to be. Only this time, she wasn’t certain that would be helpful. She could put herself into the Collector’s mind, but that only worked when she had seen the other’s strategy. That only worked if she knew the other’s strategy.

      “I can’t believe Linsay was playing us like that for that long,” Alayna said. “Jenna still isn’t sure whether to believe it.”

      “I wish it weren’t true,” Carth said. “I wish that she hadn’t been responsible for what happened to us, but I can’t ignore all the evidence I saw that tells me she is to blame.”

      Alayna picked up one of the pieces on the periphery—a piece that Carth had used to signify those who worked with the Collector but didn’t necessarily have as much power in the game. “What if you’re wrong?” She looked up at Carth and met her gaze. “What if Linsay hasn’t been working for the Collector? You will have betrayed and abandoned her.”

      Carth pulled the pieces off the board, holding only those that signified herself, the Collector, and Linsay. “Where did Linsay train?”

      Alayna frowned. “I was there with you when we pulled her from Obal.”

      Carth picked up another piece and set it on the board. “This is Obal. This is when we found Linsay and thought she needed our help.”

      “You’re saying she didn’t need our help?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know whether she did or not. It’s possible that she did need help from us, though, unfortunately, it’s just as possible that she fabricated the difficulty she was in.”

      “She would have been killed, Carth,” Alayna said.

      Carth stared at the board. If what she suspected were true, and what Linsay had done had been a real betrayal, it would have required a great sacrifice in order to pull Carth in. The Collector would have known that Carth wouldn’t have fallen for something small. He would have known that it would take a significant gesture to prove to Carth that Linsay needed her help. From there, he would have preyed upon the fact that Carth wanted to believe that Linsay needed her help.

      “Maybe,” Carth said. “Or maybe she would have been fine, rescued by the Collector if we hadn’t intervened.” She slid the piece representing the Collector closer to the board. “He admitted that he studied in Asador, Thyr, and Obal.”

      “He studied in Thyr?”

      “He did. Which makes me wonder what connection he actually has to the Hjan. Maybe it’s none, but maybe there is a connection and he’s not simply pretending. Regardless, we have Obal. We have Linsay. We have the Collector.”

      “That’s not enough, Carth. It’s not enough to abandon our friend, someone who has fought with us and someone who has helped us.”

      “He knows too much about us, Alayna. He knows my tendencies when it comes to Tsatsun. He knows the way that I feel inspired to help those who are helpless. He knew exactly how to counter everything that I might do. But it’s more than that. It’s that Linsay was the one who wanted us to come to Keyall.”

      Carth set another piece on the board, this one representing Keyall. She moved the pieces around and had to admit to herself that the evidence against Linsay was circumstantial, but it felt right. There were the small conversations that they had shared, each one in hindsight designed to pull more from Carth, so that the Collector would more easily be able to defeat her. Knowing one’s opponent made them an easier person to play in Tsatsun, much like it was easier to counter an opponent that she knew when fighting.

      “I hate this,” Alayna whispered.

      Carth swept the pieces off the makeshift game board and took another drink of her ale. “You’re not alone. I hate this, too.”

      “What do we do? How do you win when your position is as weak as ours is?”

      It was a difficult question, and one without a clear answer. Carth had played Tsatsun many times and had allowed herself to be positioned where she could be defeated, needing to understand the position of weakness, but it was different playing a game compared to facing someone in real life who wanted nothing more than to destroy her and those around her—or use her in the way that the Collector intended to use her.

      What she needed was someone to challenge her so that she could get a better sense of what it would take to win.

      Short of sailing far from here and finding her old Tsatsun master, there was only one option.

      Carth stood and swept the pieces as well as the makeshift game board into her pocket.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to find someone to help me determine my strategy.”

      “Who?”

      “Boiyn.”
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      The room was small and had a medicinal stink to it. There was barely enough room for a bed and a chest at the end of it. A single candle flickered at the end of the bed. It rested on the chest and gave enough light for Carth to see Boiyn as he lay on the bed, breathing deeply.

      He opened his eyes as she stood there, and rolled his head toward her. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      She nodded. “I couldn’t leave you behind.”

      He shook his head and winced when he did. Did his head hurt, or was it pain from the burns that still troubled him? “No. I never expected you to leave anyone behind. But thank you for helping get me healed.”

      “As I said, I couldn’t leave you behind.”

      “Are we going to make a run for it?”

      She shook her head. “No. The Collector intends for me to recover the Elder Stone.”

      “He told you this? He confirmed that he was searching for an Elder Stone?”

      “He confirmed that he is searching for an item of power where he needs my assistance. Whatever it is, he can’t reach it without me.”

      “You could simply choose not to acquire this,” Boiyn said.

      “You sound like Talia.”

      He frowned.

      “She’s the woman who we chased through the city.”

      Boiyn nodded slowly. “The reason that I’m here,” he said, nodding to his injured arm. “The one who thought to explode half the city.”

      “If what she tells me is true, she did it because she wanted to weaken the Collector.”

      “And you don’t know whether you can believe her.”

      Carth took a seat at the end of the bed and looked over at Boiyn. In the candlelight, his pale skin gleamed. On anyone else, she would have suspected it to be sweat, but as far as she knew, Boiyn did not sweat. “I don’t know whether I can trust her. It’s one thing to believe her; it’s another to trust that what she’s telling me is true.”

      “Because she serves the Collector.”

      Carth nodded. “I need your help, Boiyn.”

      “You know that I will mix anything for you. You will need to restock my supplies, but I will gladly create any enhancement that you think would be beneficial in your success with this task.”

      “It’s not a concoction that will help me be successful with this task.”

      Boiyn shifted on the bed, wincing again. “Maybe that’s for the best. I don’t know how long it will be before I am up to the task of mixing enhancements again. My arm…”

      “Will heal. You will recover completely, which is a relief.”

      Boiyn smiled. “Only a relief? That’s all that you would say about it?”

      Carth shrugged. “The Collector will have known what you mean to me. Linsay will have shared with him the nature of your enhancements.” When he frowned, Carth explained Linsay’s involvement.

      “This is all too much for me to take in,” Boiyn said.

      “Which is why I need your help.”

      “I don’t know what I can do to help you, Carthenne. Anything that I could do has sunk with the ship.”

      She looked at him, holding his gaze. “It’s not what you can mix that will help me. It might not even be what you know that will help.”

      “Then what?”

      “It’s more about your mind.”

      “I thought you said it wasn’t about what I know.”

      “Not yet, but it’s what you will learn. I need your analytical mind.”

      As she pulled out her makeshift Tsatsun board and the stones that had been the pieces, Boiyn shook his head. “Not this way, Carth. I don’t think that I’m the right person for this task. Even if I could help you—”

      Carth tipped her head to the side. “You don’t think that you can help? All I’m asking is for you to provide an opinion based on movements of a game.”

      Boiyn licked his lips. “You don’t understand what you’re asking.”

      “I’m asking for your help,” she said. She held his gaze, not looking away from the strangeness of the red ringing his eyes or the pale, hairless flesh of his face. Boiyn took a deep breath, glancing at the piece of paper, and then he nodded.

      “I will try, Carthenne. For you, I will try.”
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        * * *

      

      Boiyn leaned over the paper, staring at the stones. Carth could practically see his mind working through the challenge, puzzling through the various movements. She had been methodical in teaching him how to play, giving him a foundation of movements that he could build upon, but knew that it would not take long for him to create new solutions to problems that she had not considered before. That was what she counted on. That was the mind that she needed. If she could get him to the point where he could challenge her, he would be able to force her to think in a way that she had not before. If she failed, then all of this would have been for naught and she might have to do what the Collector wanted of her.

      “The limitation on how these pieces move is what is challenging,” Boiyn said.

      Carth studied the board. In a dozen moves, possibly less, she would have Boiyn trapped and would win this round. He had played decently, but there was still quite a ways for him to go before he could pose much of a challenge to her. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to use him to help challenge herself.

      “The limitation is what makes it real. Not all pieces will react the same, much like not all people—or opponents—will react the same.”

      “How do you think this correlates to fighting?” Boiyn pushed one of his smaller pieces—the one that was meant to indicate the Alyr, though he wouldn’t know that, as Carth had not taken the time to teach him the names of each piece. If he continued to play when they had a formal game board, that would be the time to teach him.

      The move was a reasonable one and forced Carth into a decision. That was the key with Tsatsun. Each move required at least one decision, although some moves required multiple decisions. That triggered a cascade, each decision having an impact on another, and Carth had enough experience to play out almost all possibilities based on a single move.

      Why was it so difficult for her with the Collector?

      “Think of it this way,” Carth said, lifting the pieces and rearranging the board. “You know of the accords.”

      Boiyn nodded. “Many know of the accords. It’s because of what you did that there is a sustainable peace where there had been none.”

      Carth shifted the pieces around, setting them around the board. “This side of the board represents the Hjan. All are powerful pieces, and all of these can move in many different ways, much like the Hjan and their ability to flicker.” With their flickering, the Hjan could travel in the blink of an eye, moving from one place to another. Carth could detect that movement, noticing it as a wave of nausea that struck her when it occurred. “This side of the board would represent the A’ras. They are skilled, with the sword as well as with their connection to the flame, but alone they cannot counter the Hjan. If the board consisted of only them, they would be in danger.”

      “And what of them,” Boiyn asked, pointing to the far corner of the board. “Is that your Reshian fighters?”

      Carth nodded. The Reshian were the remainder of people with the ability to reach the shadows. Almost all of them were shadow blessed, not able to manipulate the shadows quite the way that Carth could. “With the Reshian and the A’ras, the Hjan suddenly have limitations with their movements. The accords hold, though not completely.”

      “Which is why the C’than are involved.”

      “As involved as they can be. The C’than prefer not to become too involved in anything. They prefer to watch from the sideline, which was why they were fine with me invoking them as a part of the accords.” The C’than would sit back and watch while the rest of the world fell apart, using it as a way to study and understand.

      Much like the Collector.

      No. That line of thinking didn’t make sense. The Collector might seek power, but he sought it so that he could attack another power. It was a dangerous gambit on his part, and one that would be unlikely to be effective. The C’than wouldn’t get directly involved in that way, so regardless of how it might appear, they were not tied together.

      “With all of these here, the Hjan are neutralized. But now, you introduce another element,” Carth said, sliding another stone onto the board. “If this is the Collector, and if he’s after power for the sake of power, what happens if he tries to attack the A’ras or the Reshian? What if he doesn’t quite have enough strength to hold back the Hjan?”

      “Then the accords will fail,” Boiyn said.

      She swept the pieces off the table and arranged a new game. As they started again, she noticed Boiyn taking time to think through each move, pausing longer and longer. She took that as a good sign, knowing that if he were to engage his mind fully on playing Tsatsun, he would be a skilled player. She needed that man. She needed the potential for the skilled player. She needed his mind.

      They fell into a rhythmic sort of pattern, with Boiyn moving and Carth countering. She reacted quickly, knowing the possible moves he might make before he would make them and already preparing for the strongest all the way down to the weakest move that he could make. More and more often, Boiyn began making a stronger move.

      Until he surprised her.

      She had to pull her mind out of essentially a slumber, engaging herself in playing.

      “I feel as if I am near the Stone,” he said.

      “You have been listening,” she said.

      “I’ve listened as well as I can. I don’t know that I present you with that much of a challenge, but…” He shrugged. “It is surprising.”

      “What is surprising?”

      “That I find myself enjoying this game. That is surprising.”

      “Think of it as a game. It’s one of strategy, but it’s one that helps you understand how others think. I could play you as my original Tsatsun master and the game would be entirely different than how I play you as myself. I could play you as my parents, or some of my first A’ras instructors, or…” She smiled. Maybe she was going too far, and she doubted that he wanted to hear all that from her. “Anyway, playing Tsatsun gives you the ability to know what your opponent, or anyone else you might be interested in understanding, might do.”

      It had helped her understand her parents better when she played as them. It had helped her understand her instructors better and know what they needed from her and the way that she could best serve. Understanding her opponent through Tsatsun had allowed her to find a way to halt the destruction of the Hjan.

      “That’s why you want me to play. You want me to understand you?”

      Carth shrugged. “I would have no problem if you understood me better,” she said. “But this is more about what I need than what you need.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m hoping that you can master the game enough that you can attempt to play as me. That would allow me to play as the Collector.”

      “Didn’t you tell us that you used to play against yourself?”

      “When I was learning, that was how I first came to Tsatsun. I would play each side, but there is something about playing that way that is limiting.”

      “And that is?”

      “I’m restricted to the extent of my creativity. In order to figure out what the Collector might do, I need to get into his head and play as him, but I need you to be able to play as me.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “If you can’t, then I have one other possibility to understanding him, but it’s one that I dislike.”

      He frowned at her and once more, Carth could see his mind working. “You would use Linsay, wouldn’t you?”

      Carth sighed and looked away. “Not if I don’t have to,” she said. But it might come to that. She knew that it might come to that, and there was nothing that she could do to avoid it. Stopping the Collector would require everything that she could think of, and maybe she did need to see what Linsay might know.

      And if she did, wouldn’t she be able to better understand the Collector? If he had trained Linsay at Tsatsun, and if Carth could somehow encourage Linsay to play his style rather than a neutered form of it, it was possible that she could get to know him better. Maybe she could understand his tendencies and could use that to know how to counter him. She didn’t know how much time they had remaining, but she didn’t think that she could waste much.

      “I don’t know that you have much of a choice,” Boiyn said. “I know that you would protect her, even after everything that she’s done to you, but this might be the one time where you can’t do that.”

      Carth smiled at him. “Did you come up with that by playing Tsatsun?”

      Boiyn wrinkled his nose as he frowned. “No. I came up with that because I know you, Carthenne.”

      Carth sat back, playing the game again, trying to come up with another solution, but none came to her. She hated that it would come to this and that she would be forced to involve Linsay in this way, but perhaps that was only fitting.
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      Carth moved carefully along the charred remains of the street. Buildings were blackened from soot and char, the remnants of her flame magic that had burned through here. She was impressed that more of the buildings had not burned, but most were a combination of wood and stone, and the stone didn’t burn. It only crumbled.

      Alayna prowled alongside Carth, moving silently, her head swiveling as she searched the streets as if fearful that they might come across the constables and be thrown back into the elevated cells. So far, they had not seen any sign of the constables since they had escaped the prison. Carth didn’t know whether she should be troubled by that fact or not. Something told her that she should be more bothered by it than she was, but she had enough to worry about.

      “I can’t believe you did all this,” Alayna said. Her voice was hushed, but even that seemed to carry.

      Carth was tempted to wrap the shadows around them, but doing so would obscure Alayna’s ability to see clearly, and she needed her friend—and her ability—to help her know where they might find Linsay. Carth wasn’t certain that they would. It was possible that the Collector had sent Linsay out of the city, thinking to protect her from retaliation, but there had been no word of movement along the docks, nothing that would make it seem as if she had been sent away.

      “I only added to what had happened here. This wasn’t only my magic,” Carth said. She probably could have destroyed a building, maybe two, but more than that would have been beyond her capacity.

      “Do we know why she was willing to destroy this part of the city?”

      Carth shook her head. “The building where I’d found her was empty. There should be no reason for her to have wanted to destroy this. There was nothing here.”

      Though Carth remembered Talia telling her that this had once been a more prominent section of the city. There had been a time when this had been shops, and that was what bothered Talia more than anything. She hated the fact that the Collector had changed the city, buying out shops and using them for… what?

      There had to be a reason that the Collector wanted those shops, even if she didn’t know what it was. Could there be a connection between the shops and what he was searching for?

      Carth frowned, looking at the area around her with a renewed interest. If he had wanted to use these shops as some way of concealing his activity, it would make more sense that Talia had destroyed them—unless she had destroyed them only to draw Carth in. Carth still wasn’t convinced that the Collector hadn’t intended for Talia to do exactly as she had.

      But was that right? She kept crediting him with knowledge that might not be accurate. Every player playing Tsatsun had setbacks. Even a skilled player had limitations to their game. When Carth played Tsatsun, she inevitably lost pieces. Could this have been a piece that the Collector had not anticipated losing?

      “Carth?”

      Carth shook away the thoughts. “Yes?”

      “You’re just standing there. I thought that maybe there was something I overlooked, but you have this strange expression on your face that tells me you’re lost in thought.”

      Carth smiled. “My expression tells you that I’m lost in thought?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been around you enough to recognize the way that you get when you’re trying to think through things. I don’t have to be a master Tsatsun player to know that about you.”

      Carth chuckled. “No, I suppose you don’t.” She looked around, surveying the street. “I’m trying to determine whether he knew that Talia would destroy this part of the city.”

      “And did you come up with anything?”

      “He didn’t,” a voice behind her said.

      Carth spun, unsheathing her sword as she did, and found Talia standing near a confluence of shadows. She barely reacted when Carth flashed her sword toward her.

      “He didn’t know. And he doesn’t know that I’m the one who freed you from the cells. He’s blaming another.”

      Carth frowned. “Who?” Even as she spoke, she thought that she knew. Were she in the Collector’s position, she would blame the person tasked with getting close to her. He would blame Linsay, thinking that she had gotten too close to Carth and that she had come back to rescue Carth, to free her and her friends before the tribunal could make a decision about their death.

      Talia shrugged. “I don’t know, but I suspect it’s this other that you would like to protect.”

      Carth sighed. “If it’s this other, she’s the reason that we were brought here in the first place.”

      Talia studied her, and Carth could almost see the question that she longed to ask, the one that begged the question about why Carth wasn’t willing to go and help Linsay. She said nothing about it. “He blames you for this part of the city being destroyed.”

      Interesting. If the Collector believed that Carth had done it—and not Talia—then perhaps he thought that she already knew what was here.

      That would explain his forthrightness with her.

      “What did he want here?”

      Talia shrugged. “I don’t know. He asked me to wander through here periodically and report if anyone else came through, but there was never anyone before you came. Why would there be? These buildings were all empty and there’s no value to them. No value to anything here, especially as it’s entirely emptied.”

      “There has to be some value, otherwise the Collector wouldn’t have asked you to come through here,” Carth said.

      Talia nodded. “I thought the same, but I’ve never been able to find anything.”

      “But you’re from Keyall.”

      Talia frowned. “I am.”

      “Are there any stories—rumors—of anything about this part of the city?”

      Talia glanced around, her eyes falling, and she took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “This was the oldest section of the city. It has been here for hundreds of years. Long enough that even the earliest settlers of the city left their remains here.” Talia pointed along the street. “The shops there used to be those earliest settlers’ homes. Over there was a temple, though whatever god they worshiped is long forgotten. And here was their access to the water.”

      Carth looked around, trying to envision the way Keyall would have looked long ago. “A temple?” she asked, opening her eyes. “And where was that again?”

      Talia guided her along the street. As she did, Carth kept her connection to the shadows wrapped around her and Alayna, now wanting to be more careful about their movements. If they were not, they ran the risk of the constables seeing her, and then she would be confronted with a different challenge.

      Talia stopped on an elevated section of the remains of the city. “Here. This was the temple, though it might have had a different name at that time. As I said, the earliest settlers would have worshiped a different god.”

      The stones that remained were heavily blackened, and Carth ran her fingers along them before realizing that they were not blackened by soot; they were made from a black stone.

      She frowned to herself and pressed her connection to the flame into the stone, curious whether it was a similar rock to what had formed her cell. The stone didn’t take on the heat, practically ignoring it. She combined the shadows and the flame, pushing it out through her palm, and sent a burst of that power into the rock. Nothing happened.

      “What are you doing?” Alayna asked.

      Carth glanced from Alayna to Talia. Talia had been watching her with a strange expression. Was she aware of what Carth had been doing? Did she have some talent to detect the magic that Carth was able to manipulate? She’d proven adept at ignoring the shadows Carth used.

      “My magic failed me when I was in the cell. I wasn’t able to use it to escape. The tribunal knew that I wouldn’t be able to. That was the reason they had chosen that location to trap me.”

      Alayna glanced at the stone. “And this is the same?”

      Carth shrugged. “I think so. I tried using a combination of my magic against it, and nothing happened. I think it’s the same as what makes up the entire cliff itself.”

      Talia nodded. “A few buildings are made of that stone, Carth.”

      “How?”

      “There are some deposits found, and always in sheets. The stone can be cleaved, but not easily broken.”

      Carth frowned and looked at the stone. She changed her approach, placing her hand on top of the wall. As she pressed her magic through it, the rock cracked with a sharp explosion and a section of it peeled away, falling off.

      “See? It can be cleaved, but otherwise it’s impervious. If you don’t have any way of reaching for the top of the cleavage plane, you won’t be able to damage it. None have found anything capable of so much as cracking it.”

      Carth found that interesting and tested it again, pressing her hand up to the top of the wall and sending a surge of magic through her hand, where it split the stone.

      “All I would’ve had to do was find a cleavage plane to escape the cell?”

      “It’s not quite that easy,” Talia said. “Those cells where they had you held did not have a natural cleavage plane. That’s why they’ve been so effective at holding prisoners over the years. There are other cells that aren’t quite as stoutly made. Those are not used for anyone suspected of having any power.”

      “Where are those cells located?”

      “Those are more traditional. The constabulary has a location outside of the city. It’s well-defended, practically a barracks.”

      Carth meandered around the remains of the temple. Would there be anything here that the Collector might have wanted? Could she find something here that he would have been after?

      There were the strange sheets of black stone that had made up the walls, but there was nothing else that she could identify as something that might have interested the Collector.

      “I don’t see anything here,” she said to Alayna.

      Alayna shook her head. “I don’t detect anything, either.”

      It wouldn’t be anything quite so simple as that, Carth knew, but she had to hope that perhaps she could come across what the Collector might have been after. There was nothing here, no sign of anything that would explain anything about the temple.

      She couldn’t remain here indefinitely. She had come hoping to see if she could discover something about Linsay, and she had, only it wasn’t quite what she had expected. Could the Collector have gotten angry with her? If so, Carth struggled to feel bad about it after what she believed Linsay to have done.

      “We should—”

      Carth didn’t get a chance to finish. There was movement at the end of the street and she looked up to see one of the constables making their way toward her. She doubted it was a coincidence that they had come while she was here or that the patrol had just happened to come this way.

      She glanced over at Talia. “Was this because of you?”

      Talia shook her head. “When will you believe that I’m not trying to work against you?”

      Carth shrugged. “Maybe I can’t. With everything that you’ve done so far, it’s possible that I won’t be able to move past it.”

      She turned away from the constables who were making their way toward her. She couldn’t linger for long, but she had to wonder whether she was overlooking something. Carth turned her attention back to the temple and scanned the remains, wondering if there might be something that would explain what the Collector might be after, but she saw nothing that made sense.

      “Carth?” Alayna asked.

      With a sigh, Carth turned away and started down the street. She wrapped shadows around her as she went, determined to sneak away before the constables reached her, though she knew they wouldn’t conceal her completely. The constables had some way of seeing beyond her shadows. If she could put distance between them…

      When they made it to a busier section of the city, she glanced over at Talia, who had stayed with her. “Well?” she asked.

      “Well, what?”

      “Show me where the Collector might have been keeping Linsay.”
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      The edge of the city was dark and Carth crept slowly, not holding on to a connection to the shadows, not wanting to draw attention to herself. If the Collector knew that she was here, if he had some way of detecting her use of the shadows, she wanted to be careful that she didn’t reveal their presence, not while she searched for where he might be keeping Linsay.

      If this was some secret compound of the Collector, she needed to be especially careful. She wasn’t certain whether it was his compound and only had Talia’s word for it, but there was security around it that made her think that it might be. She noticed a pair of guards attempting to blend into the background on the other side of the wall.

      “Is this it?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “I don’t think you should be trying to sneak in by yourself,” she said.

      “If you come with me, you will have revealed your deception to him. If another comes with me—and we’re caught—they are in danger. This way, it’s only me who is placed in danger. Besides, I can move quietly and in ways that others cannot match.”

      Carth studied the squat building on the other side. There were lights flickering in windows, but they were dim. Occasionally, a figure moved in front of one of the windows before disappearing. Carth watched, keeping track of how many distinct forms she saw, and noted only a few different ones. There would be more—there always were—but maybe she would be lucky and not need to fight her way through the building. Besides, she needed to get in and out quietly and make it seem as if Linsay had gone of her own accord. If she could create that appearance, it would cast doubt in the Collector’s mind, making him wonder whether Linsay had truly betrayed him or not.

      “I will stay,” Talia said.

      Carth had debated whether she should allow Talia to remain, not knowing whether she could trust the woman, but decided that she probably had need of a spotter. She wasn’t sure whether Talia could be trusted—and suspected that she could not—but she was too far along now to change her mind about whether she would allow the woman to remain with her when she ventured into the Collector’s building.

      “You don’t think he will be here?” Carth asked. She had asked the question before and doubted that the answer would have changed, but she felt a need to repeat the question. He had managed to anticipate everything that she might do all too well, and she worried that he would do the same now. If he did, and if he captured her, what would he require from her?

      “He won’t be here. This isn’t the place that he likes to stay.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded to Talia. “Watch the front door.”

      “You plan on coming out the front door?”

      “It won’t be me coming out the front door.”

      Carth hurried around to the back side of the building. It was difficult to reach, but she had scouted ahead and found a narrow alley that she could squeeze along, and she managed to make her way to the back wall. With a surge of shadows, she leaped to the top and kicked over, landing just inside the grounds.

      She approached slowly as she made her way toward the building, not wanting to make any sound. She risked using the barest hint of the shadows, just enough to mute her footsteps, but nothing more than that. Anything more than the lightest of touches would reveal her presence.

      She saw no other guards and counted herself lucky.

      At the door, she paused. She could go in through this entrance, but was that the right strategy? Using this door risked revealing herself much sooner than she intended, and there was the possibility that she would be seen. The plan revolved around her intent of sneaking Linsay out of the building without anyone realizing what she did. She needed it to seem as if Linsay had chosen to leave, so that the Collector would believe that Linsay had betrayed him.

      The door didn’t make sense, then, and there might be an easier way to know where she needed to go. Each person she worked with had a certain heat signature that she could use with the S’al.

      Could that work?

      Where was she?

      She would need to act quickly once she did it. It was possible that she would reveal herself by using her connection to the flame. Could the Collector determine where she was based on her magic?

      She sent a flowing pulse of S’al magic—the flame—into the building.

      Distantly, toward the center of the building, she detected a familiar heat signature. That had to be Linsay.

      At least she knew that she was not mistaken in her belief.

      Carth reached for the window and found it locked. She focused on the lock and sent a trickle of shadows into it, triggering it. She couldn’t have done the same with her connection to the S’al. Carth pulled the window open and climbed inside.

      It was a sitting room of sorts. A pair of chairs sat angles toward the door, a table between them. A stack of books occupied the top of the table. In the corner, Carth noticed a square board. A Tsatsun board.

      Since hers had been destroyed, if she had time, she would return and grab the board, but only if she succeeded. She could blame that on Linsay as well.

      There was no one else in the room. She reached the door and pulled it open a crack. As she looked down the hallway, searching for any movement, she felt the sense of Linsay moving.

      Could she somehow draw Linsay to her?

      How? And if she did, would Linsay be enhanced? That was a factor that Carth hadn’t fully considered. She would still have had all of the enhancements that Boiyn had made for her, and if she used one, it would make it much more difficult for Carth to accomplish what she had come here to do.

      She pulsed on the connection to the flame again.

      When she did, Carth used only the faintest of touches, as light a connection as she could, and focused it on where she detected Linsay. If she could somehow make her question, maybe she could pull Linsay toward her.

      Carth waited, focused on what she could detect, trying to determine whether the woman moved after she had sent her connection to the flame.

      There was nothing.

      She tried again, this time using a little more power, enough that she should draw Linsay to her.

      She didn’t detect anything.

      Carth would have to move and see whether she could find Linsay. She could use her connection to her magics to determine whether the others in the building were nearby and possibly avoid them. If she couldn’t avoid them, she wasn’t above fighting them, if it came to that.

      Carth crept along the hall, once again pushing the faintest of connections to the shadows through her feet, muting the sound of her movement. She was lucky and there were no others in the hall with her. She reached another room and hesitated. This was not quite where she would find Linsay, but if she continued through this room and on to the one beyond this one, she would reach her.

      Carth breathed out, letting a hint of her connection to the flame flow through the door and into the other room. There was, indeed, someone in the room.

      She could use her shadows to try to sneak through or she could simply attempt to fight her way through, but neither option appealed to her.

      Was there another way that she could use her magic?

      She had used the shadows to restrain people before, but could she use them to incapacitate in a different way?

      She would need to know exactly where the person in the room would be found.

      Carth focused on where she detected them and how she could best incapacitate whoever might be on the other side of the door.

      She didn’t need to kill—and preferably, she wouldn’t.

      The connection to S’al let her know where the person was, and she tried to gauge where their head would be. When she had it, she swirled the shadows through the door and attempted to wrap them around the person on the other side.

      The attack would be—and should be—invisible.

      She held the connection, counting quietly to herself, until she heard a soft thud that indicated the person on the other side of the door had collapsed.

      Carth grinned. That would be a useful tool to add to her fighting routine.

      She cracked the door open, carefully making her way inside. A man lay motionless on the ground. She checked him for a pulse, ensuring that he wasn’t dead.

      Before leaving, she frowned at him. She needed it to look like Linsay had overpowered him. Would there be a way that she could do that? She looked around. The room was sparsely decorated, mostly a table and chairs and some food stacked on a plate.

      There didn’t seem to be anything that she could leave as a weapon—other than the tray.

      Carth pulled the tray free and pressed it against the back of the man’s head, deforming it enough to make it appear as if she had used it to knock him out. It might not survive more than a cursory examination, but it would have to do.

      She paused at another door. It was locked. She could detect Linsay on the other side and knew that this was where she had wanted to come. Carth pressed a trickle of shadows through the lock, forcing it open. She hurried inside.

      On the other side of the door, Linsay sat with her back to her, a thick carpet spread across the floor. Three plush chairs were stationed on the rug, and a table rested in the middle of it. A hearth crackled with a comfortable flame, creating a warmth within the room.

      “You don’t need to check on me…”

      Linsay glanced back, looking over her shoulders and seeing Carth for the first time. She opened her mouth to shout and Carth shoved a streamer of shadows into her mouth, muting her. Linsay’s eyes widened and Carth hurried over to her, grabbing her arms and lifting her.

      “If you scream, I will silence you. Do you understand?” Linsay bobbed her head. “Do you question whether I am capable of this?” Linsay shook her head. Carth nodded. “Good. We are going to have a talk.” She relaxed her connection to the shadows, but only a slight amount, enough that Linsay could speak, but her voice would be muffled. “How many are here?” Carth asked.

      Linsay flicked her gaze past Carth, as if looking toward the door, where the other guard had been. Carth nodded. “Yes, I’m aware of that one. How many others?”

      “Maybe five,” Linsay said. “There might be more, depending on the time of day. They’re holding me here, Carth. He thinks that I—”

      Carth shoved the shadows back into Linsay’s mouth, silencing her again. “I no longer care what he thinks that you’re doing. What matters is what you did.”

      Linsay shook her head. “Carth, you don’t understand. I didn’t do what you’re accusing me of doing.”

      She started to cry, and when the tears streamed from her eyes, Carth had a moment where she questioned. It passed quickly. She had seen far too much to believe that was coincidental. Carth checked Linsay for any of Boiyn’s enhancements, but they were missing.

      “They took them from me,” she said. “He knows about the enhancements, and he knows that you don’t like to use them. I don’t know how he learned that.”

      “Because you told him,” Carth said.

      “No, I didn’t. I don’t know what I’ll have to do to convince you, or if there’s anything that I can do to convince you, but I didn’t do this thing. I haven’t been helping the Collector. He found me after I came to the cell and forced me back here.”

      Carth pushed her toward the door. “You wouldn’t have been able to reach the cell if you didn’t have his permission. You might as well admit it. I know that you’ve been working with him.”

      Carth detected movement nearby.

      She sent out a pulsing connection to the shadows and strained beyond the wall, detecting where the others were.

      Two approached.

      The moment they noticed the other man, Carth would be forced to act.

      She pushed against the shadows, circling them toward the men she detected a room away, and wrapped the shadows tightly around them. She counted, waiting as long as she needed until they collapsed. It took about the same amount of time as the man on the other side of the wall had taken.

      “What did you do?” Linsay asked.

      “The same as I’ll do to you if you don’t get moving,” she said.

      Linsay started forward, but each step seemed as if she dragged her foot, intentionally delaying, forcing Carth to shove her forward. Carth let out a frustrated sigh as she pushed Linsay toward the door. “This doesn’t have to be this difficult,” she said.

      “It does because you’re not listening,” Linsay said. “I thought you were some amazing Tsatsun player. If you were as skilled as you want the rest of us to believe, you would know that there is no way that I could have done what you’re accusing me of.”

      It was almost enough to convince Carth, which worried her for what would happen when she brought Linsay back to join the others. How would they react to hearing their friend accuse Carth of not listening? Would they think that Linsay was telling the truth?

      It was a risk that she would have to take.

      When they reached the two fallen men, Carth paused. She searched Linsay and found a pair of knives and slammed each of their hilts into the men’s temples. She dropped the knives next to them and pushed them forward. Linsay frowned for a moment before realization started dawning on her about what Carth intended.

      “You can’t do this. Carth—you have it wrong. Even the great Carthenne Rel can make mistakes, and this is a mistake.”

      Carth stared at Linsay. “I wish it was. I wish that I could believe that you didn’t betray me. I wish that I could believe that you could be trusted, the way that I once trusted you. I wish that I could believe that you won’t betray us again, but I simply cannot. I can’t risk what you might do to the others.”

      Linsay stared at her and licked her lips. “What are you going to do to me?”

      Carth only smiled. “We’re going to play Tsatsun.”
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      Music from the tavern drifted up to the room, and Carth was thankful for the distraction. It was strange having Linsay, Alayna, and Boiyn all together in the room again. Jenna watched outside the door, providing cover. Her holding watch served a secondary purpose. Jenna would be more likely to be influenced by what Linsay had to say. Alayna might be influenced, but she also had enough experience with Carth to know that she should give Carth the benefit of the doubt.

      “Alayna, why don’t you wait with Jenna? Keep an eye on the door and let me know if anyone is approaching.”

      Alayna stared at her for a moment. She didn’t say anything before nodding. She glanced at Linsay and the other woman gave her a beseeching glance.

      When Alayna left, Linsay glared at Carth. “Are you so afraid of your authority that you won’t even give me a chance to speak on my behalf to them?”

      “I don’t need to give you a chance to speak on your behalf. You have already proven yourself.”

      Linsay shook her head. “If I had proven myself, you wouldn’t be doing this to me.” She turned to Boiyn. “You know me, Boiyn. You know me as well as anyone here. Do you really think that I’m capable of what she claims?”

      Boiyn glanced from Carth to Linsay before his gaze drifted to the Tsatsun board that Carth had pilfered from the Collector. “I admit that it was difficult for me to believe you capable of this.” Linsay flashed a tight smile. “But then Carth taught me Tsatsun. I can see what she’s laying out before me. There is a certain strategy in what she describes.”

      Linsay considered Boiyn for a long moment, her hands clenching in her lap. Was Boiyn aware of how she tensed? “You have begun to play Tsatsun?” Linsay asked.

      Boiyn nodded. “Carthenne thought that it would be best if I begin to understand this game. I’ll admit that I was reluctant, but I see the appeal in playing a game of strategy. It is interesting to get within another person’s mind like this.”

      Linsay sat silently and stared at the Tsatsun board. “You know that I’m not much of a player,” she said to Carth.

      “You’ve tried to show me that you’re not much of a player, but I wonder how much of that is true. I wonder whether you’re a more skilled player than you’ve let on.”

      Linsay laughed bitterly. “If you’re as skilled as you claim, you’ll know that I’m not. I might not be nearly as good at Tsatsun as you, but I do recognize how difficult it would be to fake.”

      “Perhaps for an unskilled player, but I’ve begun to see that you would have learned from a very skilled player. One who rivaled the master who instructed me. Someone like that would be more than capable of teaching you what you need to know to fake your way through a game of Tsatsun to make it appear as if you were unable to be the player you claim.”

      “I’m worried about you, Carth. Something has happened to you. You’ve become obsessed with this belief that there is some great conspiracy, and that only through your playing of Tsatsun can you understand all parts of the conspiracy.” She looked over at Boiyn and there was sadness in her eyes. “Boiyn, you need to help her. If she won’t believe me, I know that she will listen to you. Please. Help her see reason.”

      “I don’t know that I can,” Boiyn said. “I don’t know that I want to.”

      Linsay blinked at him, sadness filling her eyes. “You won’t help me? After everything we’ve been through, and all that we’ve done together, you’re unwilling to help me?”

      “I…” Boiyn started.

      “Why? Why won’t you do that?”

      Boiyn glanced at Carth before shaking his head. “I would have to believe you first, and I’m sorry, I just… don’t. Everything that Carthenne has shown me has been right.”

      “Even Carthenne can be wrong,” she said bitterly to Boiyn. “And she is wrong with this. I wish that you would see it, and that you would understand, and I am so very disappointed that you aren’t willing to help me. I thought we were closer than this.”

      “Enough,” Carth said. “You’ve proven that you can be quite convincing. Now we’re going to play Tsatsun.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, I will bring you to the Collector and will make sure that he knows that you’ve been helping me.”

      Linsay’s eyes widened slightly. “You wouldn’t do that. You rescued me from him. Why would you subject me to him again?”

      “I rescued you so that I could get answers. If you’re unwilling to provide those answers, then I will return you to the Collector. Don’t think that I would hesitate to do that.”

      Boiyn watched, and Carth wondered what was going on inside his mind when she mentioned bringing Linsay back to the Collector. Would it ultimately place her at odds with the others that she wanted to help? Would her persistence at this be too much?

      But if she didn’t, if she refused to push through this and was afraid of how it would be perceived, Linsay would win.

      “You don’t want to play a game of Tsatsun?” Carth asked. “You were always the one who asked me to play. Now you’re suddenly no longer interested?”

      Linsay stared at her. “It’s one thing when it’s a game, and when I thought it was helping you, but this is something else. I thought I knew you, Carth. I thought I knew what kind of person you were. But it seems that I didn’t know you. I don’t think anybody here knows you.” Her voice started to rise and she looked past Carth, her gaze hanging on the door.

      Carth glanced over her shoulder and realized that Alayna had cracked the door open.

      “We all thought that you wanted nothing more than to help us, and to help those who couldn’t help themselves. But that’s not it. You have something else that you needed.” Linsay leaned forward, staring at Carth. “This has been a game for you. But this is our lives. And now you’re blaming me? Now you’re accusing me of working with the Collector? I could almost understand. Almost. But you’re trying to divide us, and you don’t even want to give me the chance to speak up for myself. If you’ve taught me anything, it’s that I should have a voice.”

      Linsay was yelling at the end, and Carth did nothing, simply letting her yell. If this was all an act—and she remained convinced that it was—she needed to let it play out. She had to let Linsay think that she had swayed the others.

      When she looked over at Alayna standing in the doorway, she wondered if perhaps Linsay hadn’t swayed them.

      “I’m only asking you to play a game with me,” Carth said quietly.

      Linsay turned and glared at her. “If you love this game so much, why don’t you play it with Boiyn? It seems that even he has decided to work against me.” Linsay crossed her arms over her chest and clenched her jaw.

      Carth glanced at the door. “Please close the door, Alayna.”

      Alayna studied Carth for a moment and then nodded.

      When the door closed, Linsay laughed bitterly. “You still want to control everyone. I wonder when you will see that you’ve pushed us all for independence and that we can’t be controlled.”

      Carth considered her for a long moment. She was impressed by the act. The more Linsay spoke, the more certain Carth was that it was an act. But the others would not be. That was the entire purpose. “You really are quite skilled,” Carth said.

      Linsay frowned. “Skilled? If I were skilled, you wouldn’t discard me like this. It’s because I’m not a fighter like the others that you’re disposing of me.”

      “Do you think I value only fighters?” Carth asked.

      “Think? I’ve seen what you value, Carthenne. You fight so that you can reveal your strength and force others to do what you want. Yes, I think you value fighting.”

      Carth glanced over at Boiyn. “And what of you? Do you think I value fighting over anything else?”

      Boiyn considered Carth for a moment before answering. “You understand the need for fighters, but my sense of you is that you value a person, not what skill they bring to you. It has always intrigued me about you, Carthenne. You have much power, and you could very easily use it differently than you do, but I have never seen you abuse it. That is what intrigues me.”

      “And what do you think of what Linsay has been saying?”

      “She is quite compelling with her insistence. I’ll admit that I am conflicted.”

      A slight smile crossed Linsay’s eyes: Her belief that she was victorious. If she could sway Boiyn, Linsay would believe that she could convince Alayna and Jenna much more easily. Boiyn had always been something of an outsider among their group. It was more than only his gender, though that separated him from the others. It was more than simply his skin tone. There was something aloof about Boiyn.

      “It’s good that you’re conflicted,” Carth said. Linsay flicked her gaze to her, and the smile in her eyes faded. “I’ve been conflicted by what I’ve experienced with her, too. I don’t know why—or how—she has managed to betray us for as long as she has. I don’t know why she would serve the Collector after everything that she has been through with us, and everything that she has seen. But that is her choice.” Carth turned to Linsay. “Much as it is my choice to believe that you continue to work on the Collector’s behalf.” When Linsay started to open her mouth, Carth raised her hand, silencing her. “I don’t need for you to argue with me about this. Your argument won’t be effective. I’ve already come to the conclusion that you do work for him.”

      “And now you want to convince the others. You’re going to pit me against them. You’re trying to hurt me.”

      Carth frowned. Her brow furrowed as she considered Linsay. “You haven’t served him nearly as well as you could have.”

      “What?”

      “If you think that I want to pit you against Alayna and Jenna and Boiyn, you never really understood me. After everything that we’ve been through together, I am most surprised by that.”

      And it might be the key to being able to defeat the Collector. If he thought that Carth prized winning more than she prized the people involved, then he wouldn’t know her.

      She had been trying to understand how the Collector had managed to place her in such a difficult situation, but the answer had been there the entire time. He was able to work around her because he did not care about the people—and in his mind, the pieces—that he used. Carth, on the other hand, did care about them. Almost to a fault. She didn’t value winning over the chance to help those she cared about. She would rather save one person than sacrifice many.

      “I would still offer my help to you,” Carth said.

      Linsay watched her and said nothing.

      “That’s who I am, and that’s what I’m about. I would rather help you become the person you need to be, especially if that gets you away from a man like the Collector, who I know would abuse you, than win. But make no mistake,” Carth said, leaning forward. “I will not allow him to acquire the Elder Stone, especially if he thinks to undo everything that I have done.” She held Linsay’s gaze until the other woman looked down. “That is something I suspect you do know about me.”

      When Linsay didn’t speak, Carth grabbed the Tsatsun board and began placing the pieces around the board. She pushed it in front of her, not caring that Linsay ignored her, and nodded to Boiyn.

      “You might find this easier to play than the makeshift board that we had before.”

      Boiyn studied the board. “There is so much detail to these pieces.”

      Carth chuckled, ignoring Linsay. “There is. Each piece is created for a particular purpose. There are those who have studied the game who speculate that the game board once represented something else.”

      “You’re a scholar now?” Boiyn asked.

      “Only a student of the game. In order for me to best understand it, I recognize that I needed to know the origins of the game and be able to understand why it was created, and if I could, then maybe I could understand other secrets behind it.”

      Boiyn laughed. “It is interesting that you have chosen this life for yourself. I think in another life, you would have made an excellent scholar. Perhaps you would have been an effective herbalist, as I understand your mother was.”

      “We are what life makes us,” Carth said. “And life has made me into something that I have needed to be.”

      Boiyn studied his hands. “And what do you think life has made me?”

      Carth smiled at him. “You are so much more than you have ever given yourself credit for. You are my friend, and your creations have helped so many more than you can imagine.”

      Boiyn’s eyes took on a distant expression. Carth knew that he struggled, and that he had always struggled, not with only himself but with his purpose in the world. He believed that he had a purpose, but it was often difficult, especially as people tried to use him, thinking that because he was an albino, he had some mystical property that had yet to be revealed.

      “That is the reason that I trust you,” Boiyn said. He looked up and glanced at Linsay before looking over at Carth. “That is why Alayna and Jenna will trust you. They know the truth of your heart. They know that you want only to help.” He turned his attention to Linsay. “You will not divide the others. I think that you know this, especially if you are the person I know you to be, but I thought the reminder would be good for you to hear.”

      He considered the board and moved one of the Rangers forward, pieces that made for a reasonable starting move.

      Carth countered, already seeing how he would play out the game and comfortable with the way that he would play. Linsay watched but didn’t say anything.

      Carth watched Linsay’s reaction almost as much as she watched the game board, curious as to how she would react to the playing of the game. Would she reveal herself as they played, or would she be able to keep her reactions in check?

      When Carth had moved her pieces in such a way that the game would be effectively settled, she noted Linsay’s attention begin to wane.

      “You’re not interested anymore?” Carth asked.

      Linsay glanced up at Carth. “I’ve never been quite as interested in Tsatsun as you.”

      “No? You’re turning away because of your lack of interest and not because the game is effectively over?”

      If she were able to determine that, then she would be even more skilled than Carth realized. There was still quite a bit of the game left to play, enough that it would be difficult for anyone without significant skill at Tsatsun to know that the game was done.

      “I’m turning away because I’m not interested in watching you play,” she said.

      Carth held her gaze a moment. “Maybe.”

      She turned back to Boiyn, who stared at the board. “It’s over?” he asked.

      Carth nodded. “I’m sorry. I would rather have you play out the round so that you can see how—and why. That’s the only way that you can learn from your mistakes.”

      Boiyn’s brow furrowed and he studied the board. “I think… I think that I see it. You would move here,” he said, placing one of her pieces to counter his. “And then I would have done this… or this.” With either move, there was a strong counter, and she was impressed that Boiyn was able to see it. “And then I would have tried this, but it wouldn’t have worked.” Boiyn sat back, staring at the board. “How long ago did you recognize that it was over?” he asked.

      Carth glanced at Linsay. Did she reveal the truth—and risk the Collector knowing—or did she lie?

      At this point, it might not matter. She would keep Linsay with her until she was certain that the Collector wouldn’t cause any more trouble—and until she knew that she had the item he was after.

      “About a dozen moves ago,” Carth said.

      “A dozen? That would leave the game with so many possibilities! How were you able to realize that the game was done?”

      Linsay was watching her. “Because I’ve been playing a long time.”

      “It’s more than that,” Boiyn said. “It has to be.”

      “It’s a matter of knowing the various moves and thinking several ahead.”

      “For what you must have done—and do—you would have to think more than a few moves ahead.”

      Carth nodded. “More than a few. It takes time to train your mind to think in that way, but I suspect you would be good at it, Boiyn. The game helps you understand another person and know how they think. That’s my interest in it.”

      “You think that playing me will help you know how the Collector thinks?” Linsay asked.

      Carth shrugged. “You would have been trained by him, so I believe very much that you would provide insight into how he would play.”

      “That’s why you brought me here. Not out of compassion or out of an interest in saving me, but because you believe that I will somehow help you stop the Collector.” She sneered at Carth. “And the others are just going along with it. They’re letting you use me.”

      Carth stared at her. “I will prove that you’re what I know you to be.”

      “And that is?”

      “A spy. You have been spying on me from the beginning. What I can’t understand is why you would have been willing to do that. I thought you cared for us. I thought you appreciated the work we were doing.”

      “You holding me here shows your hypocrisy.”

      Carth stood and let out a deep sigh. “Will you watch her?” she asked Boiyn.

      He nodded. “I will watch her. What do you intend to do?”

      Carth wished that she knew. Sitting with Linsay had left her troubled, and she didn’t know what she should do. What she needed was information, but that seemed even farther away than it had been before. Somehow she would need to find what the Collector intended to do with the Elder Stone—and that was if she could even prove that such a thing was real.

      Linsay had not believed that it was, but then again, Linsay might have been telling her that because she was working on behalf of the Collector. Normally, she would have gone to Linsay for more information about the Stones, but now that she couldn’t trust her—or what she might say—she didn’t know where to turn.

      Which was how the Collector wanted it. He wanted to push her into a situation where she didn’t know what she could do. He wanted to force her into making a mistake, which was all the more reason for her to be careful, though caution might lead to inaction, and that would be just as dangerous as acting impulsively.

      “I don’t know.”

      Boiyn watched her, and she noted the worry in his eyes.
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      Carth followed the trail of light as it led toward the temple. A series of lanterns had been lit, each set off to either side of the street, guiding her way. The air was humid and she moved as quickly as she could, wanting to keep the priests in sight.

      She trailed after them, listening to their chanting as they went, their call in a language she didn’t understand and a request of their god, the Elder, that they believed had granted them power and strength. And who was Carth to think that this Elder had not? She had seen the way that the people of Keyall resisted her magic, so there was something here, though whether it was something they were born to or something they were gifted, she didn’t know.

      Yet her experience with magic like that told her that it probably was something unique to this place. Didn’t she have a unique connection to magic that was something only people from her homeland experienced? Why would it be so different for the people of Keyall?

      The chanting stopped and Carth stopped near them, watching from a measured distance. She was near enough that she could see the way they were draped in the black robes that she had some experience with, and near enough that she could hear the chanting, though she could not make out anything within it.

      The priest stood near the remains of the temple and began reading, his voice intoning in a steady baritone, calling out a chant to his god.

      Carth looked at the faces of the others who had congregated here but could not make out much. She thought she recognized some of the people, though that might have been imagined more than real. With the hoods covering their faces, Carth couldn’t tell whether she recognized anyone.

      She scooted closer, wanting to watch the ceremony. As she did, she could see the priest better. He carried with him a jug, and after chanting for a while, he tipped the jug to his lips and drank deeply from it. The light from their lanterns reflected off the water in the jug, giving it a strange gleaming appearance.

      One by one, each of the worshipers made their way forward and were offered a drink. None drank quite as much as the priest, and when they were all done, the priest took the jug back and placed a cap on it.

      The chanting resumed and each worshiper turned to face the water. From there they bowed, continuing their chant.

      Carth had experienced many different religions, and this was much like others she had seen, the same sort of devotion that many thought the gods required. Carth didn’t have what she would consider a devout faith. She often wondered if that was a problem, if her lack of belief in something greater posed a challenge, but why should it? She traveled often enough that she was never in a place long enough to offend—that is, until now. She had managed to offend the people of Keyall, as if her mere presence were enough to anger them.

      Carth thought she’d watched long enough and turned away, heading back into the city.
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      She found Talia in a tavern along the road leading down to the docks. She sat at a table by herself, dressed in gray, her hair tied back, revealing her neck. She was lovely.

      She looked up when Carth took a seat. “You have your friend back. What do you need now?”

      Carth looked around the tavern. There were a dozen tables set up here, and most had a few people sitting at them. Most of the people were fishermen, though she noticed a trio of men who were likely merchants. They gamed in the far corner. Since she had attempted to chase off the Collector, trade had quickly returned.

      “What can you tell me about the Collector?”

      Talia turned her attention to her ale and sighed. “What is there to share? Since he came to Keyall, no one has been safe. He has gathered information, using it against others, forcing us to do as he wants.”

      “How much time have you spent with him?” If Linsay wouldn’t share what Carth needed, she would go to Talia and see what more she might be able to share.

      Talia sniffed. “With him? None.”

      Carth blinked. “None? You haven’t spent any time with him?”

      She shrugged. “He is very careful about who gets close to him. Very few have access to him, which is the way that he likes it. He prefers to give his orders through someone else.”

      Carth reached for Talia and brushed her cheek. “And what of the attack? He hit you.”

      Talia sniffed and turned her attention to her ale, focusing on it. “If only he had been the one to hit me. It would have made it better, I think. Instead, he used one of his men. He couldn’t even be bothered to strike me himself.”

      That reminded her too much of the Hjan. Carth had struggled to reach the man who had led them and had only managed to discover his identity by chance. Keeping the layer of anonymity would be a good way of making it even more difficult to bring him down.

      “But Rhain serves on the tribunal.”

      Talia nodded. “He’s not the Collector, though he works for him.”

      He wasn’t the Collector? He had been the man Carth had seen from the beginning, the man she had assumed was the Collector. If he wasn’t, then she had to think that he knew how to reach the Collector… unless there was another layer in there that she hadn’t yet determined.

      “That’s who I need to see,” she said.

      Talia snorted. “You don’t like things easy, do you, Carth?”

      “Why is that?”

      “He won’t be easy to reach. He’s not as difficult as the Collector, but he has a gated manor and employs dozens of guards. When you have as much wealth as he has, you draw attention, and then since he’s sat on the tribunal, he draws in another kind.”

      “Come with me,” Carth said.

      She took a drink of ale. “Where?”

      “To this man’s estate. Show me where to find him.”

      “You don’t understand, Carth. This isn’t the kind of person that you go chasing after. If you do this, you’re going to gain the attention of the constabulary and put yourself at risk of the tribunal again.”

      Carth shook her head. “I escaped from their prison. I’m not sure how much more notice I can give the tribunal.”

      “What happens if they catch you this time?” Talia asked. “If they see you, they’re not going to be looking to capture. If they see you this time, they’re going to be looking to kill.”

      Carth nodded. She was all too aware of the fact that they would hunt her. She suspected they were after her already.

      “Let me worry about that. You don’t have to come in with me. I just need you to show me where to find him.”

      Talia nodded slowly. “I’ll show you, but I’m not letting you do this by yourself.”

      Carth wanted to refuse Talia and turn her away, but she had seen the woman fight. She was incredibly skilled with her knives, and a skill like that gave Carth hope that perhaps she wouldn’t need to kill if they were attacked. Maybe they would be able to slow the merchant and his men long enough that Carth would be able to find out what she needed.

      “I would welcome your help.”

      As they prepared to leave, Carth debated whether or not she should talk with Jenna and Alayna, before deciding that they would be needed to keep an eye on Linsay. If the Collector came after Linsay, Carth would need to have somebody able to defend her and keep her from getting captured.
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      The merchant lived on a well-to-do street. There were other houses that were incredibly nice, but his was among the nicest, and Carth immediately identified it by the number of guards patrolling outside. Did he anticipate her attempting anything? Or was this simply his way of being prepared? It was the kind of preparation she expected from the Collector, so she was not entirely surprised to see him with a similar set of protections.

      His estate was not nearly as expansive as the one in which she had assumed the Collector had lived, and perhaps he did reside there, though when she and the others had broken in, it had been empty with no sign of him—or anything that seemed as if it belonged to him.

      Carth wrapped layer of shadows around her, using only enough to keep them concealed but not so much as to draw attention to their presence. Talia kept her back to the wall and scanned the streets.

      “You have quite a bit of experience sneaking around like this.” Carth watched her and the steady way that she surveyed everything around her. Talia was keeping a close eye, and Carth suspected she wouldn’t be easily surprised.

      “That’s what he’s paid me for,” Talia said. “He needed someone able to move quietly and get various tasks accomplished.”

      “What kind of tasks did he ask of you?”

      Talia shrugged. “You saw me in one of them. There are various items that he collects, wanting to gather them so that he can use them in whatever way he needs.”

      “Have you been able to determine what exactly he’s after? Is there a tendency to what he asks of you?”

      Talia frowned. “Not that I’ve been able to tell. He requests things of all different kinds, though different people have different assignments. The artifact that you intercepted me acquiring was just one such thing. There are others like it, most of the time from competing merchants, though not always.”

      “Always artifacts?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “At least for me. I don’t know what he’s asked of others, but with me, he requires that I gather him strange things that have come through the city. Most are odd, like that gold statue. There were probably a dozen other items in that shop that would have been as valuable or more, but that’s what he wanted.”

      Movement caught Carth’s attention and she pulled them along the street. “How long do you think it’ll be before he realizes that you’re not helping him?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t know. It might be that he already knows.”

      Since Talia had rescued them from the cell, Carth had suspected that. What would he do to Talia? Would he exact some sort of revenge, or would he not care? Carth doubted it was the latter, suspecting that the Collector would be the kind of person who would be angry that Talia had defied him, but still wasn’t certain whether all of this—including Talia and her assistance—was part of his overall plan.

      “I’m going to jump the fence,” Carth said. There was another set of guards down the street, and between them and the pair they had moved away from, Carth wasn’t certain whether they would be able to keep ahead of them. She feared that they had already drawn enough attention and it might not be possible to maneuver so that she didn’t draw any more. They needed to get into the building, and from there, she needed to find Rhain.

      Who was not the Collector.

      She still tried to work through how that made sense, and struggled with it. The Collector had led her to believe that this man was him, wanting to pit Carth against him—at least to create the question in Carth’s mind. And it had worked. She had believed him to be the Collector and was still surprised that he was not.

      “Can you take another with you?” Talia asked.

      “At least one.”

      “You didn’t bring the others with you,” Talia said.

      “I didn’t. I wasn’t certain what the Collector might intend with Linsay, and I didn’t want to risk him getting to her before we managed to find out what he might know,” she said, nodding to the manor house.

      Talia nodded and reached out to Carth, who took it and pulled on the shadows, using them to help her jump over the wall.

      She landed on the other side in a roll and came up looking around, scanning for signs of anyone else who might be watching. There was no sign of guards here, at least not where she and Talia had landed.

      Talia had a pair of knives gripped in her hand and her muscles were tensed, as if she were prepared to throw them at a moment’s notice.

      Carth smiled. Talia was incredibly capable. If she could sway her and convince her to work on her behalf, she was the kind of person who could be useful in Carth’s network. She was exactly the kind of person Carth had always searched for.

      “There should be more guards here,” Talia whispered.

      Carth crept forward slowly, eyes searching the grounds. “I would have expected the same, especially if what you’ve told me about him is true.”

      “It is true. Which is why I am uncomfortable with this,” she said.

      She didn’t know Talia as well as others she had worked with on jobs like this, but she suspected that Talia’s discomfort was not something to be taken lightly.

      “What would you have us do?” Carth asked.

      “You’re asking me?”

      Carth shrugged. “This is your city. You know it better than I do.”

      Talia glanced around the grounds. “If he’s here, it may be that he’s fortified inside. I don’t know if he knows that you’re coming, but I would have expected him to have more patrols, especially knowing that you had broken out of the constable’s cells.”

      “Then we enter through a way that he would not expect.”

      Talia glanced at her, frowning. “What way is that?”

      Carth nodded to the roofline. The second-story windows didn’t have any light shining in them, and Carth detected no movement. She paused and used a pulse of the flame to detect how many people might be inside. As she did, she came up empty.

      That couldn’t be right. She didn’t believe that there was no one in the house, which meant that they had somehow concealed their presence from her. When this was all over, Carth would have to determine how they were able to do that and whether there was anything she could do to counter it so that it didn’t happen again.

      She guided Talia to the edge of the manor house and gathered the shadows before jumping.

      It was a controlled jump, enough that she used it to reach the rooftop, and she held on to it, crawling along until she reached the window, where she tossed Talia inside. Carth pushed off and rolled through the window, landing on a wood-plank floor.

      “What is it?” Talia asked, studying Carth.

      “I should have muffled your landing. I didn’t think about the fact that we would be so noisy.”

      Talia laughed softly. “Speak for yourself. I came in quietly.”

      Carth looked around the room, surprised that it appeared to be a library. Shelves covered the walls, and books were crammed into every inch of space. It wasn’t the sort of place that she would expect of a merchant.

      “He’s quite well read,” Carth said.

      “He imagines himself something of a scholar. I think that’s what drew the Collector to him.”

      “And he’s only been here for a short while?”

      “In Keyall? He’s been here a few years, long enough for him to acquire significant wealth.”

      That was on the long end of Carth’s activity. She had been sailing for a few years, building her network and consolidating strength for that time. Could she have drawn the attention of the Collector that long ago? She wasn’t certain. It was possible that she had, especially as she had not objected to causing conflict where she thought it necessary. She had pushed through, attacking when she felt the situation warranted it, in places such as Asador and Cort.

      “What did he first gain his trading wealth?” Carth asked.

      Talia glanced around. “He liked to traffic in silks and ceramics, thinking that he could generate excitement with exotic items.” She glanced over at Carth, smiling. “He tried to convince people that some of his wares came out of the west, though we haven’t had trade out of the west in many years and even when we did, it was uncommon and those ships would charge exorbitant amounts of money for their cargo.”

      “Much like what he was trying to make happen,” Carth said.

      Talia shrugged. “They were hoping to draw out the Collector, but I suspect he was on to their plan from the beginning.”

      “And maybe he was the reason they did it,” Carth said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      Carth shrugged. “I suspect the Collector doesn’t have many things happen that he has not planned for.”

      “Do you think he planned for you?” Talia asked.

      It was a good question, and it was one that Carth didn’t have a good answer to. Had the Collector planned for her? Could he have known that she would come here? If she believed that Linsay had been working for the Collector, she had to believe that he had guided Carth here.

      “Let’s move on,” Carth said, stepping out of the room.

      The room let out into a wide hallway. Another row of shelves stuffed with books lined the hallway. Carth scanned the shelves, marveling at the age that some of these books seem to be. “It’s more than fancying himself as a scholar,” Carth said. “What he has here is enough to make him the equivalent of any scholar.” Talia frowned and said nothing.

      What would Boiyn do with a library like this? With the knowledge that was accumulated here, she wondered whether there might be things that he might learn from the merchant about mixing his elixirs.

      Carth paused at the next door, listening. She sent a pulse of her flame magic through the room but detected no one. She was no longer certain whether she could rely on that and cracked the door open just enough that she could look inside. It was much like the room they had entered through. Shelves covered the walls, taking up the entirety of the room. Two chairs with a table between them were positioned in the middle. A tray rested on the table, and there were two glasses with a bottle of wine set on the tray.

      Someone had been here recently, though they might not be there now.

      They moved on, passing from room to room along the hall, and Carth found them all to be the same.

      “Are you sure that this is the merchant’s home?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “As I said, he fancies himself a scholar.”

      This was something more than scholarship, though what? Carth could almost believe that it was the Collector’s home and wished that she had time to see if he might have any books on Tsatsun. If it was the Collector, she fully expected him to have acquired histories of the game. It would explain how he had grown so skilled in it.

      They reached the end of the hall, where a set of stairs led down. Carth followed the stairs, moving silently on shadow-muted steps. At the bottom, she hesitated and looked around. The stairs opened up into a large room. It was empty and Carth frowned as she searched for signs of someone—anyone—but came up with nothing.

      “Where would they be?” she asked. There were guards patrolling outside.

      “Maybe he was summoned away. He does serve the tribunal, so it’s possible that he was called on some tribunal business, which would take him away for a while.”

      That didn’t seem to be the case. If this was something to do with the tribunal, Carth would expect that there would be others of his house still here. One of the tables was lit by a softly glowing lantern. For someone to have left the lantern—especially in the home of a man who so clearly valued all the books he could accumulate—meant that they had left in a hurry.

      But why?

      Unless they knew that she was coming?

      If they knew she was coming, where would they have gone? And how would they have known that she was coming? The only person that she talked to was Talia.

      Carth turned slowly, focusing on the other woman. “You tipped them off.”

      “I didn’t. I don’t know where they went, but I didn’t tip them off. I want to be done with the Collector as much as you do.”

      “I doubt that,” Carth said.

      She hurried through the room and noted something as she stepped across the wooden floor.

      There was a hollowness beneath her.

      She was aware of it through her connection to the shadows as much as anything. It seemed as if, when she used her shadows to mute her footsteps, there was a sense of the shadows stretching far below her, much farther than they should.

      Carth stopped in the middle of the room, looking around.

      She looked up at Talia. “He knew that I was coming. And he hid somewhere. I know that he’s beneath me here. It’s time for you to stop playing both sides, Talia. You need to decide who you want to side with. I can protect you, but only if you’re working with me and not working against me.”

      Talia looked around, licking her lips. “You don’t understand what it’s like living in the city with them. They’re everywhere. He seems to know everything. I want to help you, really I do, but I don’t know that I can. If I do anything, he’s going to know, and he’s going to use it…”

      “You said he? Who is it that you are concerned about protecting?” Carth asked.

      “It’s no one,” Talia said.

      Carth could tell from her reaction that she wasn’t telling the entire truth. Maybe there was no one that Talia was trying to protect. Maybe she was only trying to play both sides until she knew who would come out on top.

      And was that so wrong? Carth couldn’t blame her for wanting to protect herself, and she couldn’t blame her for trying to find a way to work both angles. If she thought that she could work with Carth and against her, maybe she thought that she could manipulate the Collector.

      “How much of what you told me is true?” Carth asked.

      Talia shook her head. “I haven’t lied to you, Carth.”

      “So you have never met the Collector?”

      “I haven’t. All of my assignments have come from here.”

      “And what was your last assignment?”

      Talia watched her for a moment, and Carth started to smile.

      “It was me, wasn’t it? I was your last assignment.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Talia stared at Carth, not even blinking. “You were the assignment,” she said. “I was tasked with getting close to you, and you made it difficult at first, but the more that you were in the city, the easier it was for me to figure out what you would do.”

      “You think you know what I will do?” Carth asked.

      She looked around the room. It was empty, but there was a sense that others had been here. In addition to the still-lit lantern, there was food on a table near the corner. Embers glowed in the hearth, and the room had a slight warmth to it.

      She tipped her head, focusing beneath her, but heard nothing—and more importantly, felt nothing.

      “You think that you can counter the Collector. You’re not the first person who has done that, but you might be the first person he fears.”

      Carth smiled to herself. “I intend to make him do more than fear me.”

      “What do you think you’re going to do? There’s no one here.”

      “What I intend to do is find my way beneath me, and then I will grab the merchant and force him to help.”

      Talia watched, saying nothing.

      If nothing else, Carth was impressed by the fact that both Talia and Linsay were so tight-lipped when it came to the Collector. Could she have misevaluated him? Could he have engendered real loyalty? She didn’t think so, but maybe he had. And if he had, it could be that there was a reason. When people served out of fear, they weren’t loyal.

      Carth searched the room. There was no sign of a door that would lead down, though she suspected something of a trapdoor rather than a formal staircase. As she wandered the room, she found nothing. There was no sign of anything—or anyone—here.

      Could there be a different way in?

      She trailed her hand along the wall, tapping as she went. She came across a section that was hollow and felt along it, searching for a way in. There was a crack, and she knew that she was close.

      Carth continued to search and found the narrowest of openings. She pried her fingers in and popped the door open. Darkness greeted her.

      “Do you still want me to think that there’s nothing here?”

      Talia stared at her, saying nothing.

      Carth stepped into the room and found a narrow staircase that wound down into the darkness.

      “You can come with me,” she told Talia.

      Talia appeared in the opening of the door and stared at Carth. “I’m not willing to let you attack me in the darkness.”

      Carth chuckled. “I have no intention of attacking you. You’re connected to the Collector and I need you.”

      “That’s it?”

      Carth shrugged. “That’s not it, but I’m not sure that you would believe me if I told you that I still intend to rescue you from the Collector. I don’t know that I’ve given you reason to believe that.”

      Talia frowned. Carth started down, drawing away the shadows as she went, using them to lessen the darkness. The stairs were narrow and she had to place each foot carefully to avoid slipping. She couldn’t see the bottom of the stair and didn’t know how far she risked falling if she wasn’t careful.

      Talia followed more sure-footedly.

      “How deep does this go?” Carth asked.

      “Why do you think that I know?”

      Carth glanced over shoulders and could see only the faintest outline of Talia’s face. “You’ve been here before. You don’t hesitate on the steps the same way that I do, which tells me that you are familiar with this place.”

      Carth continued to move carefully, taking each step one at a time. Were there more lights, she might be willing to hurry, not certain whether there was a reason for haste, but not liking the fact that she was gone as long as she was and descending as deeply as she was. Would she get to a point where she couldn’t escape if it came to that? The tribunal had already proven that they knew how to hold her, and the entire city was set on the same cliff edge, which had whatever natural resistance to her magic.

      In the distance, Carth was beginning to make out a shifting of the lights.

      Could she have reached the bottom?

      She moved carefully, slowly easing back on the shadows, not wanting to collect them too tightly as she descended, uncertain whether anyone was down there, and if they were, whether they would even recognize that she was approaching.

      And then she saw light.

      She waited, holding back so that she didn’t step too closely into the light, not wanting to reveal herself quite yet.

      She listened.

      When she did, she used a combination of her shadows and her flame, letting them ease away from her, just the barest amount of her magic.

      There were others here. She could feel them.

      Carth counted at least seven, though was no longer sure whether she could rely upon her magic and its connection to what she detected.

      “How many will I encounter?” Carth asked.

      Talia shook her head.

      “I count seven. You don’t have to tell me if there’s more than that, just blink.”

      Talia tipped her head and considered Carth for a long moment, and then she blinked.

      Carth breathed out. There were more than seven.

      How many could she handle on her own? Probably fewer than she had anticipated. She had anticipated Talia helping fight through whoever else might be here. Carth didn’t want to kill, which would make it more difficult to attack carefully.

      Could she use her shadows the same way that she had against Linsay?

      If she could, she might be able to incapacitate the others in the room before they were aware that she was here, and then she would have only those she couldn’t detect to deal with.

      Carth stretched out with her shadows, pushing out slowly—ever so slowly—until she could detect the people in the room. When she did, she wrapped the shadows around them and constricted them.

      Carth counted. Moments passed, and then she heard the people collapse. The connection to the shadows had worked.

      She darted into the room, taking a quick survey.

      Five people remained, and all were armed. They wore familiar black robes, and the fabric practically shimmered. Why were they familiar?

      It took a moment to realize the reason.

      The priests.

      Was that why they were able to avoid her connection to the shadows and the flame so that she couldn’t even detect their presence?

      She leapt forward, wrapping her shadows around them, but the connection to them dissipated, melting away from each person.

      Carth sighed and jumped forward again, and again the same thing happened.

      Using the shadows wouldn’t work on these men, but could there be another way that she could attack? When she attempted to use the S’al, directing the magic of the flame at them, it slipped past them. Neither of her magics would work.

      One of the men reached her and slashed with a dagger.

      Carth didn’t want to harm them, not if she didn’t have to.

      She focused on shadow and flame, directing it in front of the nearest man. The cloak might protect him from the effect of her magic, but it shouldn’t protect him when she used magic near him.

      The explosion lifted him up and carried him back.

      Carth darted in, kicking the man when he hit the ground, preventing him from moving again. She directed the same attack at the others, the combination of the flame and shadows exploding in front of them, knocking them back.

      She noticed movement and spun.

      Talia waited in the room, staring at the fallen. “He will be angry with this,” she said.

      “The Collector, or Alistan Rhain?”

      Talia looked around and shook her head. “Both. I… don’t think this was wise.”

      Carth began to search the people. “Perhaps not, but this way I have a chance to understand what the Collector is after.”

      Most of the people who had fallen were servants. Carth was even more happy that she hadn’t used anything more than her connection to the shadows. There was no point in attacking and destroying people who had only been hired to serve in the household. She looked for Rhain but didn’t see him.

      “Where is he?” she asked Talia.

      “As I said, he will be angry when he returns.”

      “He knew I was coming.” Carth looked up at Talia, meeting her eyes.

      The other woman nodded. “He knew you were coming. How could he not?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “When you broke into his compound and abducted one of his people—”

      “She was one of mine,” Carth said. It hurt that Linsay had betrayed her, and she shouldn’t let it bother her as much as it did, but there was nothing she could do about it. Maybe the pain would get easier in time, but Carth didn’t know whether it would. She had sacrificed for Linsay—and had done so willingly—which made the betrayal even more painful.

      Carth quickly cut strips of cloth away from the men who’d attacked her, using fabric from their strange robes to bind their hands and feet. Maybe it would prevent them from escaping as well as it had prevented her from using her magic on it. She moved the others away from them, pulling them to the side of the room and arranging them so that they wouldn’t be uncomfortable when they came around.

      She didn’t have to wait long for the others to start coming around.

      When they did, there was confusion at first, and Carth kept a hold of her connection to the shadows to be prepared to use them if necessary. She hoped that she wouldn’t have to use them, but needed to be ready.

      A young woman with pale golden hair and freckled skin awoke first. She glanced over at Carth and then at Talia, her eyes growing wider and wider. “Don’t hurt us,” the woman begged.

      Talia chuckled. “Too late.”

      Carth shot her a withering look. “I don’t intend to hurt you. Where is Alistan Rhain?”

      The woman shook her head. “We don’t know. He doesn’t tell us where he’s going.”

      “You have to have heard something.”

      The woman shook her head. “Please. I’ll tell you anything, but just don’t hurt me.”

      Carth sighed. It was possible that they wouldn’t know how to find Rhain, but the man couldn’t be that hard to find. He was a merchant in the city and he served on the tribunal, so there had to be some way for her to find out about where he might have gone.

      “When did he leave?” she asked the woman. Two men sitting behind her started to come around, both of them clutching their heads. They wore dazed expressions and seemed to take longer than the woman to realize that Carth was there. Had she held on to the shadows too long with them?

      “It was hours ago. He sent us down here and set guards.”

      “Why did he send you down here?” Carth looked around the bunker. That was what it had to be, though it reminded her of the cell into which they’d placed her. The stone walls were smooth and seemed to be naturally occurring, not carved. The ceiling was uneven, as if whatever had formed the stone had taken its time. Carth thought about pushing her magic against the stone, but there seemed no point in attempting it.

      “He said… he said there was someone he had sentenced who would be angry with their punishment.”

      Carth glanced at Talia. The other woman only shrugged. “You could say that I was angry with my punishment,” Carth said, turning her attention back to the woman.

      “Will you kill him?” The question came from a man near the back. He was slight of build and had deep brown eyes. His voice was soft and had a rasp to it.

      “I don’t want to hurt him. I just want questions answered.”

      “You won’t hurt him?”

      “Did I hurt you?” She considered him for a moment. “Did I hurt any of you? Even the men who attacked me?” She looked over at the soldiers she’d tied up. They had started to come around, but there wasn’t any way for them to move. She had bound them tightly and had gagged their mouths.

      The man looked over at the soldiers. “If you find him, don’t harm him. The rest of us need the work. It’s not always easy to find in Keyall.”

      Carth sniffed. “I will try.”

      The man nodded. “He was going to be at the outpost.”

      “Durand!” the woman hissed.

      “Hush,” Durand said.

      “No. You’re not going to silence me. He wouldn’t want her to know—”

      The man who stood next to Durand shook his head. “If he didn’t want anything to happen to us, he should have remained with us.”

      The woman glared at the other two, and Carth waited.

      “Where is the outpost?”

      Durand made a point of looking away from the woman and studied Carth. “The outpost is away from town. It’s near one of the older parts of the city.”

      Carth glanced at Talia. “Were we at the outpost?”

      She shrugged. “If you need to call it that.”

      “What would you call it? What would others call it?”

      Talia stared at her and didn’t say anything.

      “How long would you expect him to be gone?” she asked.

      Durand looked at the others. “Usually he’s gone for a few hours before returning. Lately, he’s been gone for longer and longer stretches of time.”

      Was he working on behalf of the Collector when he disappeared for that long? Was there another reason to disappear and be gone for long stretches of time? Carth considered having Talia take her to the outpost, but something told her that she wouldn’t. Even if she did, Talia had proven herself less than reliable. Carth wouldn’t be able to trust her, even if she agreed to guide her where she wanted to go.

      “Will you show me?” she asked Durand.

      His gaze drifted around at the others before settling back on Carth. “I can show you.”
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      Wind whistled off the sea, carrying the salt and the smell of fish, aromas that had become more than familiar to Carth over the last few years; they had become comforting. She had grown accustomed to the steady rocking of a ship beneath her feet and the stickiness of the saltwater as it coated everything. Now that was gone.

      She longed for the feeling of a ship beneath her. When all of this was done, she would find another ship and she would continue on her way, but to where? Would she return to Asador, or would she continue sailing west?

      “This is the outpost,” Durand said.

      Carth looked at the buildings, frowning at each of them. There were a dozen, possibly more, and all were in a state of decay. Most had collapsed roofs and many had crumbling walls, the same sort of walls that she had seen near the old temple.

      This wasn’t the same as the place Talia had brought her to.

      Was there a reason that Alistan Rhain had come here?

      Carth thought of what she knew about him and the fact that he believed himself to be a scholar. Did he think that he could find the Elder Stone before the Collector? And if he did, what did he hope to do with it?

      She knew so little about Alistan Rhain, other than he thought enough of his house staff to send them into the bunker when he thought Carth might come. Had he done that out of concern—or even affection—or was it simply because it would be easier to hide them than to replace them?

      And he sought power. He had gained a place upon the tribunal, which told her that he valued the power such a position would bring. What else could she discover of him?

      She glanced over at Talia, who had chosen to follow. She watched Carth with a strange expression on her face. The bruising around her eye had faded, receding into little more than a patch of yellow, making her appear almost jaundiced, but only in that part.

      “Why does he come here?” she asked Talia.

      “He searches for something,” Durand said.

      Carth turned and considered the man. “How do you know, if no one’s ever with him?”

      Durand flushed. “He talks to himself.” He shrugged. “I have served him from the moment he came to Keyall. He mutters to himself, usually under his breath, but he’s never that careful about what he says. I know that he doesn’t think that I’ll hear him, or that it will matter to me if I do, but I hear him. And when he speaks of the outpost, and of the temple, places that are important to those of us who have spent time in Keyall, I pay attention.”

      Carth looked back at Talia. “You grew up in Keyall. Why isn’t this important to you?”

      “She might have grown up here, but she is not from here. She came as little more than a child and she was raised in the city, but she doesn’t know it the way that many of us do.”

      That was interesting. She wondered what the difference might be. Why would it matter that Talia had not been raised in the city? Durand believed that it did, and Carth had known others to share feelings like that about those they considered outsiders to their homelands, but with as much trade and movement through the port as there was in Keyall, she hadn’t expected to encounter that here.

      “What is he after?” Carth asked.

      “If he’s here, there can be only one thing that he’s after.”

      Carth turned to Durand and wrapped shadows around herself and him, concealing them from Talia. If Talia still worked for the Collector, she wasn’t about to help him, especially as she wasn’t certain what she needed to do to protect herself from him.

      “What would he be after, Durand?”

      Durand looked around and seemed to notice the shadows had thickened around him. “I…”

      “I don’t intend to take anything from here. I’m not interested in any of the artifacts of your people. I only want to ensure that the man known as the Collector doesn’t harm those I care about.”

      His eyes narrowed and he breathed out heavily. “There is rumored to be a blessing from the gods left here.”

      “What kind of blessing?”

      Durand shrugged. “You would have to understand that the gods of my people are different than those in the north. They are not benevolent gods. Anything they might have left would have been given to us to help protect Keyall from the wrath of the other gods.”

      “Is this item an Elder Stone?”

      “You know,” Durand gasped.

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know anything, other than that there is a man searching for the Elder Stone, and now it appears that Alistan Rhain searches for it as well. I don’t know what purpose they have in mind for it, but I do know that items of power tend to draw the wrong kind of person.”

      Yet, from the appearance of Alistan Rhain’s library, he might actually be a man of scholarship. If he was, Carth didn’t necessarily want to help him, but maybe he searched for the Elder Stone for a different reason than the Collector did. She had to hope that perhaps he wasn’t after it because he wanted to assume even greater power. But this was also a man who had gained a position on the tribunal in a short period of time. This was a person who had taken some measure of satisfaction in seeing that she was captured. Likely, with his knowledge, he had been the one to suggest the prison, especially if he had learned of it as a way to counter her magic, and used whatever help the Collector had given to assist with that.

      “My people call it the Dohger Gift. It is likely an Elder Stone, at least from the description of it, and it once kept Keyall protected. It no longer does.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “If the gift still provided protection, we would have never suffered from the recent attacks. There was a time when Keyall remained peaceful, and this despite the fact that many traveled through our lands. We have known incredible peace, and it has been lasting, a way for us to thrive.”

      “Do you think that Alistan Rhain discovered some way of finding the Elder Stone?”

      “I don’t know. Even if he searched, there is a limit to who would be allowed to find it.”

      “Why?”

      “The gift was given to my people, and it was meant for my people, so I don’t believe that he would be able to find it, and if he did, I doubt that he would be allowed to use it.”

      “What would you do if he did find it?”

      “If he found it, I would have to ensure that he was not able to do anything with it.”

      “And how would you intend to do that?”

      He breathed out heavily, releasing a long sigh. “If necessary, I would destroy it.”

      “Even if it meant that your people wouldn’t have it?”

      “My people don’t have it now, so there would be nothing different in that.”

      Carth looked around the outpost, considering each of the buildings. These would have been made a long time ago—much like the temple that Talia had brought her to. Whoever had constructed these buildings had been able to use the stone here, something that Carth and her magic was not even able to move. Maybe that was the secret. Maybe whatever power the Elder Stone granted had been used to create this place.

      “What kind of man is he?” When Durand stared at her, a deep frown on his face, Carth pressed forward. “What kind of man is Alistan Rhain?”

      “He came to Keyall and was seeking to consolidate wealth. Many merchants have done the same thing over the years, but he was certainly more effective at it. He brought with him knowledge of the market that few other merchants have ever had.”

      “And that’s how he was able to gather wealth and power?” Carth asked.

      “Partly. Although there is likely more to it.”

      “Why does he have all of the books?”

      Durand smiled. “He enjoys reading. If he weren’t focused on trying to gather power and wealth, he might be welcome. He’s certainly not cruel, at least not to those of us who work for him, but there are times when he focuses on the wrong thing.”

      Carth found herself liking Durand and his honesty. It was helpful that he knew Alistan Rhain, and that he was able to provide an opinion of the man, because the one she had was less than favorable—but hers had been formed during a difficult time. She had been captured and faced the tribunal, but what would he have been like had she met him under different circumstances? What would he have been like had he not been forced to serve the Collector?

      Carth released the shadows. As she did, she noticed Talia glaring at her. Carth only shrugged.

      “I’m going to see if I can find him,” she said.

      She pushed out with her connection to the flame and to the shadows, but neither allowed her to detect anything. The stone that formed the walls made it difficult for her to pick up anything. She couldn’t push her magic through the walls, not as she was accustomed to doing. It was a good place to hide, especially from someone like her.

      “You shouldn’t be able to detect anything,” Talia said.

      “No, I can’t.” Which meant that she had to search for him another way. If she couldn’t find him by using her magic, she would have to go building by building.

      “Do you know where he likes to search?” she asked Durand.

      “There are many places here that would be of interest to someone searching for actual scholarship.”

      “Is he?”

      Durand shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Carth looked at Talia, wishing the other woman would provide her with some answer, but she simply met her gaze and then looked away.

      Carth grunted to herself and started off. She paused at each of the broken buildings, glancing inside them, before moving on. She could see why this was referred to as the outpost. It was separated by a reasonable distance from the temple and might have been used at one point to provide protection for the temple and the people there. Keyall had grown around it, creating a much larger city, but had left these parts abandoned.

      When she finished her survey through the buildings, she’d come up empty. There was no sign of Alistan Rhain.

      “He’s not here.” She looked at Durand, who frowned.

      “I don’t know where he would have gone. He typically comes to the outpost, and usually when he does, he’s—”

      “He’s searching for artifacts.”

      Carth spun and saw Alistan behind her with five men dressed in the same strange dark robes as the men she’d faced at his home. Were they the same men?

      “You shouldn’t have brought her here,” Alistan said to Durand.

      “She needed to speak with you. She didn’t harm anyone when she—”

      Alistan frowned. “I know what she did. I know how she entered my home, my place of sanctuary, and attacked those in my employ. I don’t expect you to understand, Durand, but this woman was sentenced by the tribunal. She was to be punished.”

      “Sentenced to death,” Carth said.

      “Death? No. There would have been no death. You would have had to serve penance in rebuilding the buildings that were destroyed.”

      Carth looked over at Talia, but the woman had disappeared.

      She almost smiled. Talia had made her believe that she would be sentenced to die here, but maybe that wasn’t true. Could she have been playing Carth, trying to convince her to escape so that she would do as the Collector wanted?

      It had been a long time since Carth had felt as if she were used so often and so easily. It was difficult to know what exactly she needed to do. And maybe there was nothing to do. Maybe she simply had to accept the fact that she was getting played while in Keyall.

      “It seems that I was misled. Regardless, I don’t intend to return to that prison, so you can send your guards away.” Rhain glared at her. “Why do you want the Elder Stone?” Carth asked.

      “I have no need to speak to you about such things. You are going to be returning to your cell.”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “You will find that your magic doesn’t work very well on my men.”

      “No. Not on your men.”

      He frowned at her and she simply stood there, letting him think that she was uncertain about her position.

      “Why are you serving him?”

      Alistan frowned. “I think you have me mistaken. You’ve had me mistaken from the moment that we met.”

      “And why is that?” she asked.

      “I’m not this person you think I am.”

      “No. I know that you’re not the Collector, but I also know that you work for him.”

      “I work for no one.”

      Could Alistan have been manipulated the same way that Carth had been?

      She needed to figure out what was happening, and she struggled to know which pieces were which on her board. She struggled to understand what she needed to be doing.

      What did it matter if the Collector or Alistan managed to find an Elder Stone? Other than the fact that they might gain power, what did it matter to her? Why did she need to be the one to try and counter them?

      She didn’t.

      It was time for her to leave Keyall. It was time for her to gather her friends and bring them to safety before they lost anyone else. Linsay would have to remain. There didn’t seem to be anything Carth could do about that, and there seemed to be no way that she could help her, if she even wanted to. But she could help Alayna and Jenna and keep them away from the effect of Linsay and the Collector.

      “I’m sorry that I attacked your home.”

      “You’re not leaving here so easily. You still need to face the tribunal.”

      Carth shook her head. “No. I’m done with the tribunal. I’m done with Keyall.”

      Alistan frowned at her and then motioned to his men.

      Carth sent a combined surge of flame and shadow out, exploding it right in front of each man’s chest. They were thrown back and crashed onto the ground. Even Alistan had been thrown back, and he looked up at her with a dazed expression. “Your magic—”

      “Don’t presume to know the extent of my magic.”

      Carth turned and loped away, disappearing back into the shadows as she headed toward the tavern and her friends.
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      When Carth reached the tavern, she felt lighthearted. There was nothing wrong with the idea of abandoning this city. She owed it nothing, not as she felt she owed other places, and the people here either did not want her help or did not need it. Talia continued to choose to serve the Collector despite every attempt Carth made to draw her out and try to help her. She hadn’t found anyone else who might need her help.

      They would leave. She hadn’t decided whether she was willing to steal a ship, but if it came to that, she decided, she might need to. She would do whatever it took to get away from Keyall and get her and her people to safety.

      The tavern was filled with the soft sound of music but Carth hurried through, wanting only to get to her friends so that she could share the plan with them.

      When she reached the room where Boiyn would be with Linsay, she hesitated. Where were Jenna and Alayna? Had they been drawn inside? If they had, she worried what might have happened to them. What would Linsay do with them? Would she try to draw them over to her side, try to convince them that Carth had it wrong about her?

      She knocked on the door and pushed it open.

      It was empty.

      Not empty—not entirely.

      A figure slumped in a corner, and Carth hurried over to it, grabbing for her connection to the shadows and the flame, readying for whatever attack might come for her.

      It was Boiyn.

      His wrist had been cut and blood dripped across the floor. He slumped forward and Carth grabbed him, propping him up and leaning him back.

      “Boiyn,” she said.

      His eyes fluttered and he looked up at her. “Carthenne?”

      “What happened?” she asked, ripping off a strip of fabric from her shirt and using that to stop the bleeding. It did little other than slow it.

      “What happened?” she asked again.

      Boiyn took a shallow breath. It was barely anything, and as he tried to speak, she could tell that he wouldn’t have the strength necessary to get the words out.

      “Carthenne?”

      She lifted him and brought him to the bed, where she laid him down. She looked for other signs of injury, her time and training in Asador and other places having taught her how to search for the most critical of injuries, but found nothing other than what had happened to his wrist. It continued to bleed, soaking through the tourniquet.

      He wouldn’t make it. There was no way to survive bleeding this heavily.

      What had happened here?

      She looked around but saw no signs of a fight. The Tsatsun board rested on the table, a game partially played. There were no signs of Jenna and Alayna, and Linsay was missing.

      Neither Jenna nor Alayna would have done anything to Boiyn, so whatever had happened here must have been Linsay.

      Carth couldn’t believe that Linsay would attack Boiyn like this. She might work for the Collector, but she would never believe that Linsay would harm him. He had done nothing other than try to help and had included her when the other two had treated her differently because she wasn’t a fighter.

      Then again, neither was Boiyn. Had he been willing to fight—had he been able to fight—would he have been able to pull through this?

      Boiyn’s breathing continued to slow. Each breath raised his chest, and then it lowered, each time slower than the one before.

      He would pass, and she wouldn’t know what had happened to him.

      She wouldn’t know who to blame. She wouldn’t know who to get vengeance on.

      Had they only gone days before, none of this would’ve happened. They could’ve escaped, and they could have all been safe.

      Except, Linsay would still have been serving the Collector.

      Would they ever have been safe? Had the Collector somehow tracked her to this location and attacked Boiyn? That made so little sense that Carth couldn’t even piece it together. Why Boiyn?

      Where did that fit in the game of Tsatsun?

      She stared at the game board, hating that it was there, reminded only of what had been taken from her.

      She held Boiyn’s hand and felt it as he grew cooler and cooler, his life seeping from him. She felt helpless. At least with poisons, there seemed to be something that could be given, an antidote. With a wound like this, especially one that didn’t seem to be responding to the tourniquet she had placed, what could she do?

      Nothing.

      And that angered her.

      She breathed out, letting a heavy sigh, and when Boiyn took his last breath, she sobbed.

      This was not a man who had deserved to die. She had brought him with her for his mind, but he had deserved better than this. He had helped, willingly coming with her and trying to come up with different concoctions that would help create the necessary enhancements that the others could use. He had worked with them, doing nothing but offering himself.

      Carth lost track of how long she sat there, tears streaming from her eyes. She had lost many people over the years, and some were closer to her than Boiyn, but this hurt in a different way. Boiyn had been unwilling to fight for himself. She had been there for him, and she had fought on his behalf.

      After a while, she released her hold on his hand and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the room, feeling emptiness within her.

      The Tsatsun game that was half-played drew her attention.

      She frowned, studying the board. There were a few moves remaining before it could be ended, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. Rather, it was the fact that Boiyn’s side appeared to be winning. That wasn’t terribly surprising, but what was surprising was the fact that it didn’t seem like they were playing a simple game. The plays that Carth could see were complex, and there was a certain amount of finesse that she could tell from the remaining pieces.

      Had Boiyn developed that quickly?

      She looked down at her fallen friend, frowning. She knew that he had a strong mind and he had been improving, but this was impressive.

      The other side of the game board involved movements that she hadn’t seen before. Carth studied the pattern and realized that it would have been difficult for Boiyn to have won, but she could see how victory wasn’t far off for him.

      Had Linsay allowed herself to finally reveal the extent of her Tsatsun ability?

      Those were questions for another time. Right now, she had to find out what had happened to Jenna and Alayna and see if they knew anything about what might have occurred here.

      Maybe they had gone down to the tavern, though she had seen no sign of them when she had been there before.

      Carth pulled the door closed when she left, locking it using the shadows, and hurried down to the tavern. Once there, she looked around, searching for signs of either of her friends, but there were none. Neither of them was here. The tavern was not busy, certainly not as busy as it had been during other times, or even when she’d last come through.

      Carth looked around, searching for signs of her friends, and noticed a waitress making her way through the tavern. She carried a tray laden with mugs of ale, and Carth waited for her to stop at a few tables before interrupting her.

      “Did you see two women come through here?” she asked. “Or maybe even three?”

      “People come in and out all the time,” the woman said. She surveyed the tables, seemingly looking for anyone who might need her attention.

      “This would be different. These would be outsiders. We are staying—”

      “I know where you’re staying,” she said.

      Carth considered the woman for a moment. Could it be that she was working for the Collector?

      It was possible that anyone was working for the Collector.

      If Linsay was working for him, it only made sense that others would be as well. They had chosen this tavern as a place that seemed likely to give them a measure of privacy, but maybe they had made a mistake. It had been at the edge of the city, far enough away from the constables and the merchants that she didn’t think that she would draw unnecessary attention, but maybe her presence here could do nothing other than draw attention.

      “I’m just trying to find my friends,” she said.

      The woman considered Carth for a moment. “I haven’t seen them come through here.”

      Carth sighed. “If you see them, tell them I’ve come through.”

      “And who are you?”

      “My name is Carthenne Rel.”

      She hurried into the night. Already too much time had passed and she had a sinking sensation that she would not be able to find Jenna or Alayna. Even if she did, what would they be able to tell her? Was there anything that they could share that might explain what had happened to Boiyn?

      She hurried along the street, pushing out with her connection to the flame and the shadows, searching for her friends.

      There was no sign of them.

      When she reached the edge of the city, a prominence that overlooked the sea with nothing but the steady sound of waves crashing along the shore far beneath her, Carth stared out, feeling trapped. She had become powerless here. She had lost her ship. She had lost one of the people she had vowed to protect. And she had been outmaneuvered by someone she didn’t even know.

      And now she had lost a friend who had needed her.

      All she had wanted to do was depart Keyall, but now that was not even possible. She couldn’t leave, not without finding answers.

      The Collector had forced her hand—probably as he had intended.

      Carth would find Linsay, and she would find Jenna and Alayna, and she would drag the Collector free of Keyall, but not before exacting her revenge.

      If the Collector wanted to play a game with her, he would have one.
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      She focused on the rock in the temple. It was strange to her senses. The connection to the flame did nothing to it, no matter how much she poured into it. The rock even seemed to resist the connection to the shadows, and as she tried pushing through it, she could do nothing—that is, until she searched on top of it and found a cleavage plane. When she was able to do so, she could shatter the rock, stripping it away in long, narrow strips.

      Some of the section of the wall that had once been the temple had what appeared to be mortar smoothed over top of it. Likely this was done to prevent someone else from doing what Carth did now and peeling it away, shearing sections of the wall off. The rock had an innate resistance to her magic. From what she could tell of it, there was nothing mystical about it. There was just something about the rock that resisted shadow and flame.

      Carth searched through the temple, trying to use her connection to magic to find something that might be here, but she picked up on nothing.

      She heard movement and enshrouded herself in the shadows.

      “You don’t need to hide from me,” a voice said.

      Carth recognized the voice and removed her cloaking, turning to face Alistan. How had he crept up on her?

      “Are you sure? It seems that you are interested in turning me in to the constables and forcing me to meet whatever justice the tribunal would see fit to exact.”

      “Had you only been patient with the tribunal, you would not have suffered any consequences.”

      “Talia told me that the tribunal had made a decision.”

      “She is not of the tribunal.”

      “And you don’t want me to think that the tribunal would have wanted some sort of vengeance?”

      Alistan shrugged. His dark eyes seemed to glitter, catching the light from the moon.

      She thought about what she knew of him. The people who worked with him didn’t love him, but they didn’t fear him either. They didn’t want him to find the Elder Stone, but other than that, they didn’t mind serving him. That was telling.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      “The same reason as you, I suppose.”

      The man looked around and the edge to his eyes softened a little. “There was once a place of worship here, though I suppose you know that, Carthenne Rel.”

      “I’ve heard from others about their temple, if that’s what you mean.”

      “The temple. Founded at a time before men knew how to easily navigate the seas. It rose high above the rock, looking down at the water, so that the god could cast his judgment upon the people who would make this their home.”

      “Did you read about that in your studies?” Carth asked.

      “You can learn anything from enough study,” he said.

      “Anything?”

      He shrugged again. “Some would think that you can only learn through force”—he cocked his head as he looked at her, and Carth could tell that he was accusing her of that—“but I have the opinion that learning and scholarship are the only way to truly understand.”

      “What would you do if you found it?”

      “It?” Alistan asked.

      “The Elder Stone. What would you do if you came across it?”

      “Such an artifact would be studied. There would be value in it.”

      “You don’t seek it for power?”

      He frowned at her. “Power? Why would I search for that reason? I have power.”

      “This would be a different sort of power,” Carth said.

      “Perhaps to you, but to me, there is power in wealth and the accumulation of it. I have gained the power that I sought coming to Keyall, a place where, in time, I can consolidate trade and see to it that all the merchants coming through the city report to me. Is that not power?”

      “And that’s all you’re after?”

      “It was, until you arrived.”

      Carth grunted. “The ships were suffering. Merchants don’t need to be attacked simply because you intend to claim their trade.”

      “Suffering? That’s not it at all. I wasn’t trying to attack them, I was—” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve lost your ship, and you’ve lost any way that you could influence my trade.”

      “You don’t seem to mind what happened to my ship.”

      “You would blame me for the unfortunate events that took place?”

      “If you were responsible, I would blame you for burning down my ship.”

      Alistan leaned against the wall and studied her for a moment. “What have I gained by trapping you here, Carthenne Rel? I would rather have you depart the city and leave me here. I don’t need you and your ship to continue intervening in my activity.”

      Perhaps he was telling the truth. Carth wasn’t certain if he was, or if maybe he only wanted her to think that he had.

      “Do you play the game Tsatsun?” she asked.

      He frowned at her. “It’s an ancient game that is designed to foster strategy. I don’t have the knack for it, I’m afraid.”

      “For strategy or for the game?”

      He frowned. “The latter. I would like to think that I have a reasonable skill with strategy.”

      “And the Collector—what is your relationship with him?”

      “You keep speaking of this person, but what if he is little more than a myth? I’ve seen no evidence of him other than rumors. Trade was restricted, that is true, but perhaps it isn’t quite what you would like me to believe.” He studied her. “From what I hear now that trade has resumed, it was nothing more than a merchant guild dispute. There is no evidence of this person you claim. I’m afraid the Collector is nothing more than a story.”

      “He is not a story. He is real.”

      “You’ve seen him?”

      “Not seen him, but I’ve seen the effects of what he does.”

      Alistan chuckled. The sound faded quickly in the darkness. “The effects of what he’s done? I thought you would be beyond such myths,” he said.

      “Not if they make sense.” She looked around the temple and frowned slightly. “Why here? What do you think to find in this location?”

      “It is of no importance to you,” he said.

      “No? If there is anything that I can discover that will help me destroy the Collector, I intend to do so.”

      “Not only do you believe this person exists, you think that you need to destroy them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “One of the people I came to Keyall with was recently murdered.”

      Alistan’s eyes widened. “Have you reported it to the constables?”

      Carth laughed darkly. “To the constables? What you think they can do if I were to report the death of my friend to them? Do you think they would even care?”

      “That is their responsibility. They would care—”

      Carth looked away from Alistan, struggling with what she could see, if anything. The loss of Boiyn weighed heavily on her, and she needed to find Jenna and Alayna but didn’t know how to do even that. It was likely that the Collector had taken them when he had rescued Linsay.

      “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

      “If you believe that, then you don’t understand the founding principles of Keyall.”

      “And what are those?” Carth asked.

      “Keyall was founded as a place for order out of chaos. The constables want nothing more than to enforce that order, though sometimes they take it to an extreme.”

      “So I’ve seen,” Carth said.

      Alistan shrugged. “Yes. I believe you are familiar with it. Because it’s different than what you know doesn’t make it wrong.”

      “Wrong and right don’t have borders. Just because your people believe a thing doesn’t mean it is right.”

      “Now they are my people?”

      “No. I guess they’re not. Yet you serve on the tribunal.”

      “Only to give a more measured response. If I had not, another would have taken my place, and it’s possible that they would be less inclined to keep an open mind.”

      “You want me to believe that you serve on the tribunal for some altruistic purpose?”

      Alistan shrugged and tapped on the rock with what appeared to be a small pick. As he tapped, traces of the rock peeled away. Was it possible that she could use something like that to penetrate it?

      She pushed on her connection to shadows, trying to penetrate the area that he had damaged, but there was no effect. She tried the same thing with her connection to fire magic, but again, it failed.

      “You won’t be able to influence the stone. That is something that the ancients believed was their gift from the gods.”

      “And what of you? What do you believe?”

      “I believe that there is power in Keyall, though I don’t claim to understand it. I believe that the oldest people of the city tap into that power, though they don’t fully understand it. And I believe that there is something—an item of power or something along those lines—that exists somewhere in the city.”

      “And you intend to find it?”

      “I intend to find it.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? If even half of the rumors about you are true, it surprises me that you would find the need to question why I and those of the city fear power influencing us.”

      “They are,” Carth said.

      “What?”

      She shrugged. “More than half of the rumors. They’re true. I can’t say that they all are true, though maybe the ones you heard are.”

      He gaped at her, a wide grin on his face. “There is one about you taking on an entire squadron of sellswords yourself. If that was true, it would be quite impressive.”

      “I don’t know if it would be considered a squadron of sellswords, but there were probably a dozen. I didn’t necessarily take them on myself. I had help, as I do in many things.”

      “Even with help, such a thing would be quite impressive.”

      “What would you do if you found this Elder Stone?”

      “I’ve told you.”

      “No. You’ve told me that you value knowledge as well as wealth. I don’t know which drives you more than the other. If it’s wealth that you seek, finding an Elder Stone—if they’re even real—would give you access to incredible wealth. If it’s knowledge that you seek, and if you truly want to serve Keyall, then…”

      He frowned as he studied her. “Then what?”

      Carth shrugged. “Then I would be tempted to help.”

      Alistan studied her for a long moment. “You mean it, don’t you?”

      “I mean it. If you can help me find my friends, and if you intend to use the Elder Stone for nothing other than a way to protect the city, I am willing to help.”

      It would be her way of interfering with the Collector. At the same time, she thought that she could use it to draw him out. If he was interested in this Elder Stone, as she suspected he was, then she would do whatever it took to coax him out of hiding.

      “Why do you want to help?”

      “Because I believe there is someone who calls himself the Collector. And I believe that I am going to have to stop him.”

      Alistan nodded slowly. “I don’t know that I agree, but…” He sighed before finally shaking his head and saying, “Come with me.”
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      Carth sat in the massive library, the hearth crackling comfortably, an untouched glass of wine resting on a tray in front of her and a plate of food spread out on it. Durand had stopped in when she had arrived and had greeted her with a smile but had said nothing else.

      Carth wasn’t sure whether that was an acknowledgment that he approved of her presence or whether it was his way of checking on her. She had already heard him state that he would not allow Alistan to find the Elder Stone.

      “This is what drew me to Keyall,” Alistan said, leaning over a book that he rested on the table between them. This close to him, Carth could smell the spice he wore as a cologne and found it not unpleasant. The hardness in his eyes was gone, replaced by an eagerness.

      “This?”

      “It was the first volume I found that referenced the Elder Stones.”

      Carth scanned the page and read through it quickly. It spoke of incredibly powerful beings known as the elders and had a sense that reminded her of a children’s tale, nothing factual about it.

      “Why were you convinced that this was real?” Carth asked.

      “Only because it echoes what I’ve read in other places. If it were only this, I would not have thought anything of it, but I read this, and it intrigued me. Where I am from, there are no stories of Elder Stones.”

      “And where is that?”

      Alistan only smiled and shook his head. “You can see that this story refers to the Elder Stones as items of great power. If this is to be believed, they were used by these elders to claim different parts of the world.”

      Carth thought about what she’d heard of the Elder Stones and remembered Alayna referencing them and saying that they were rumored to exist in Elaeavn. If these Stones were real, she could see why the Collector would want them.

      She could imagine another person that she knew wanting them. Someone who might be worse than the Collector.

      “What else did you discover?”

      Alistan made his way to the shelf, pulled another book from it, and hurried over to Carth, flopping the book open in front of her. This one was written in a language she couldn’t read. She considered herself reasonably educated and had taken pains to learn as much as possible, but there were limits to her capacity as well as to her time.

      “I can’t read it.”

      Alistan considered her for a moment, cocking his head to the side, almost as if listening to something. “No? I would’ve thought… it doesn’t matter. You’ll have to trust me when I say that this refers to a place far to the north, a place where night is given great power. There is an ancient Elder, one that this book refers to as Ihnish, who ruled there long ago and ultimately gifted his Elder Stone to the people.”

      Carth stared at the page. Though she couldn’t read the words, there was something to the story that made her uncomfortable. Was he saying that this ancient Elder had gifted the people of Ih with the connection to the shadows? That seemed unlikely, but probably it was nothing more than a child’s tale, the same way that the last book had been.

      “And you thought that I could read this because of its reference to Ihnish?”

      “You control the shadows, do you not?”

      Carth nodded. “I control the shadows and I can read some of ancient Ih, but I don’t recognize that.”

      Alistan frowned, pressing his lips together tightly. “Hmm. What of this?” He placed another book in front of her and turned the pages to a section that had a small drawing. “This references another Elder, the opposite of Ihnish’s, one who thrived in the daylight, which the story referred to as Ras.”

      Carth frowned at the name. “Ras?”

      Alistan’s brow raised. “You’ve heard of it?”

      She smiled to herself. “I know a Ras, but not as an Elder.”

      “Would this friend have been tied to the daylight?”

      That would be one way to describe Ras and his connection to the flame, but she doubted that he would have referred to himself in the same way. Carth considered the page and was surprised to realize that she could recognize some of the writing. It was in the same language as her mother’s old herbalism books. She had never taken the time to study them long enough to understand the language, but she did recognize some of the words.

      “What else have you discovered?”

      “That doesn’t impress you?”

      “What, two stories that could be nothing more than children’s tales?”

      Alistan smiled. “You’re right. They could be, but again, I found another story, this one from a land that I believe one of your companions is quite familiar with.”

      He went to the shelf and sorted through the books until he came up with the one that he was searching for. He pulled it off the shelf and flipped open the pages. This was written in a language that Carth understood, and she scanned the page, quickly reading it.

      It referred to an Elder called the Great Watcher, who had placed several Stones, one that allowed his people to be connected to life around him. According to this story, the people connected to the Great Watcher carried a marker of his blessing.

      Carth sat back, staring at the page. “The marker of his blessing would be the coloring of their eyes,” Carth said, mostly to herself.

      “What is that?” Alistan asked.

      Carth nodded at the page. “If this section is to be believed, the people this Elder watches over are gifted with a blessing, and a marker of this blessing. This marker reflects the power given to them by their Elder.”

      Alistan frowned before nodding. “You believe the green eyes of those from Elaeavn would be this marker.”

      Carth shrugged. “If the story is to be believed, that would be a reasonable explanation.”

      “You don’t believe it?”

      “Again, these are stories.”

      “Stories, but there is no denying the fact that you have a gift of the night. You can control it. And you also have a gift of the sunlight. You control that. And I believe that your companion has been gifted by the Great Watcher.”

      Carth didn’t know whether to believe what Alistan was trying to tell her or whether she should think that he had been chasing nothing more than stories. “I thought you would be more of a scholar,” Carth said.

      “You’re still not convinced?”

      “How can I be convinced by what you shared with me so far? These are stories.”

      Alistan stood and went to the shelf again, this time to the section nearest the hearth. He grabbed a book bound in a strange stone cover, and it took Carth a moment to realize that it was a sheet of the stone that the temple had been made from, the rock that the entire city sat on. When he sat down, he opened the book and began flipping through pages. Once again, Carth didn’t recognize the language and realized that it must be from ancient Keyall.

      “This is a copy of a text that once would have sat in the temple. The people here worshiped their Elder, who watched over them from the sea. This Elder had great power, and because of his location, he was able to ignore the power of Ras and of Ihnish.”

      “Which is why you think the stone has resistance to my magic?”

      “It’s not only I who believe that,” he said. “The oldest people of this place believed it as well, which was why the tribunal did not fear your magic and did not fear being able to adequately sentence you. Those who are truly descended from Bal would be able to ignore your touch.”

      Was that why her magic had not worked on certain people? If they were descended from Keyall—truly descended from Keyall—it was possible that they were able to ignore her magic, especially if any of the stories of the elders were true.

      And Carth didn’t necessarily believe that they were true, only that the people had believed them. There had to be some explanation for the reason behind her magic and why it was different than others, and she hadn’t given it much thought before.

      “What makes you think the Elder Stone still exists?”

      “Without it, the people would have begun to lose their connection.”

      “And you’re sure they still have this connection?”

      “I’m quite certain of it. There are people who have moved to Keyall and, over time, gradually begun to display some evidence of this resistance. It’s nothing like those who have lived here for a long time, but it’s enough that it makes me think that there is something to it, and that the Elder Stone exists.”

      Carth looked at the book, thinking that if nothing else, the fact that Alistan believed it was enough for her to at least consider the possibility that it might exist. But where?

      “Where do you think to find it? The temple? Is that why you’re looking there?”

      “I’m looking for evidence near the temple, but I don’t think that I will find it there. If it did exist, it has long since been moved.”

      “Unless it’s buried somewhere,” Carth said.

      “It must be buried somewhere, but where is the question.”

      If the Stone had existed, it would have been in a place where it could help the people of Keyall, wouldn’t it?

      And maybe there was nothing to the stories. Maybe it was little more than rumor, but if there was any meat to them, Carth needed to know, because it was where the Collector would be likely to head next.

      “Where all have you looked?” she asked.

      “I’ve been all over the coast but haven’t found anything.”

      Carth frowned. “Didn’t you say this Elder was supposed to be the Elder of the sea?”

      “That is what the stories would say.”

      “Then maybe you’ve been looking in the wrong place.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The attacks on her—and the other merchants—began to take on a different connotation. If the Collector had discovered something about where the Elder might have deposited his Stone, would that explain why he was attacking the ships?

      It seemed like a strange coincidence otherwise.

      “You weren’t the one to attack those ships?” She needed to know. She felt as if she had been deceived, and she needed to know whether Alistan had been a part of it.

      Alistan shook his head. “What value is there for me to attack other ships?”

      “Removing competition.”

      “I’m not so afraid of competition that I would need to attack them. It’s much more beneficial for me to find a way to work with them and share in the trade.”

      As she watched him, she realized that she believed him. “Do you have a ship?”

      “A ship? I’m the most profitable merchant in Keyall. Of course I have a ship.”

      “Good. We’re going to need it. But first, I need for you to do something for me.”

      “You need for me to do something?”

      Carth nodded. “See if you can find what happened to my companions. They’ve been missing.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know. Wherever they are, I worry that something unfortunate might happen to them.”

      “I will see if Durand can come up with anything.”

      Carth would have to be comfortable with that. Durand had helped her, and he hadn’t seemed as if he was too caught up in any of the odd politics that she had discovered in Keyall. If anything, he had seemed helpful to her in a way that others were not.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Besides, if you help me find the Elder Stone, you could have anything that you wanted.”

      Carth snorted. “Anything?” A ship would be helpful. Then she wouldn’t have to steal and she could finally return to Asador and the others of her network. She could get her friends home.

      “If it’s within reason, it is yours,” he said.

      That would have to be enough.
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      The gentle rocking of the ship was welcoming. It had been too long since she’d stood on a deck, feeling the waves as they rolled beneath her feet, gliding her one way and then the other. The salt air filled her lungs, and she breathed it in.

      There had been no word from Jenna or Alayna. From what she could tell, Alistan had been true to his word and had sent men to the tavern to keep an eye out for them, but no one had returned. That left her unsettled. Where were they?

      Better yet, where did the Collector have them?

      “Where would you suggest we search?” Alistan leaned over the railing, gripping it much more tightly than was necessary. He might be a merchant, and he might have experience sailing, but he didn’t have the comfort of someone accustomed to sailing day in and day out.

      “How long have you been in Keyall?”

      “How does that answer my question?”

      “It doesn’t. It’s just that I’ve been curious. How long have you been in Keyall?”

      A large swell crashed into the ship, sending them tilting to the side. Alistan clenched his jaw while gripping the railing much more tightly. “Several years,” he said. Another wave crashed. “I’ve been in and out of Keyall for a decade or more.”

      “Have you traveled to the west?”

      He looked over at her, a sickened expression on his face. “What do you think?”

      “I think few people have ever managed to sail quite that far. Those who do would likely be more inclined to share that experience, especially a merchant who searches for wealth.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps the people to the west have asked others not to discuss them.”

      “Even if discussing it might be valuable to you?”

      He shrugged. “Who is to say?”

      Carth snorted. It amused her how little she had understood about Alistan. He was nothing like the man she had first encountered, different enough that he could almost be someone else.

      She studied his face for a moment. No. It was the same man. It wasn’t that someone had replaced him, even temporarily. It must be that she had misread him. Except, she prided herself on her ability to read people, and other than the Collector and whatever he was after, she couldn’t have made such a mistake that she had missed something with him, could she?

      It was possible that she had. That troubled her. Was she beginning to lose her ability to read people? It would be a dangerous loss if that were true.

      “If there’s something here, I expect us to detect it.”

      “How do you detect it? Your magic doesn’t work on the stone of Keyall. What makes you think that it would work to detect the Elder Stone?”

      “It might not. But if it does, maybe we can find it before the Collector reaches it.”

      Carth pushed out with her connection to the flame. Sailing as they were, under the bright sunlight, she felt her greatest connection to that part of her magic. There were some shadows, but not enough for her to use them effectively, and certainly not enough for her to use with any significant power. But the flame—that, she could use.

      It was enough for her to think that maybe there was more to Alistan’s story about the elders and the power that they had gifted to their people.

      “If the elders gifted the people of Keyall a resistance to the shadow magic or flame magic, why is it that not all who live here have that same connection?”

      “You ask an interesting question.”

      “I know that it’s an interesting question. Do you have an answer to it?”

      “Some have speculated that people leaving their homes have changed the connection to the elders, while others speculate that not everyone was equally gifted.”

      She thought of the different types of magic that she knew about and decided that they were from enough unique locations that it was possible. But then there were other types of magic, some that didn’t seem to have the same natural connection. She had faced strange magics, such as the blood priests’, or even things like Boiyn and the enhancements that he could concoct.

      “And what do you think?” she asked Alistan.

      Another wave struck the ship and he squeezed the railing, resisting the power rather than rolling with it as Carth did.

      “I think that there is much in the world that is unexplained. Even people who study these things have not yet come up with satisfactory answers.”

      Carth sent her connection to the flame surging away from her. She used as much power as she could summon, wanting to push out so that she could attempt to search for voids that she couldn’t explain.

      When her magic struck the rock beneath the city, it dissipated. There was nothing there that Carth could detect, certainly nothing that would explain where an Elder Stone might be hidden.

      Carth pulsed again, and again there was no sense of a void.

      “I can see that you’re doing something,” he said.

      “You can see it?”

      “You concentrate when you’re using your power.”

      Alayna had said something similar. It would be a giveaway when she was facing somebody and didn’t want them to know when she used her magic. She would need to be more careful, especially if others could detect what she did.

      “I’m doing something, but I don’t pick up on anything, not as I was hoping I might.”

      “Did you use both of your magics?”

      “You’re asking if I used both of my connections to the elders that you believe I have?”

      He shrugged. “I can’t say for certain whether there is anything to those stories, but if there is, it would explain those who are shadow blessed and those touched by fire.”

      “I’m more than shadow blessed,” Carth said.

      “Are you more than touched by fire?” he asked.

      Carth hadn’t given it much thought. Her connection to the flame had always been there, and it was the reason that she was able to train with the A’ras, but it was the kind of magic that didn’t flow from her quite as easily. It required concentration and significant effort, whereas her connection to the shadows was almost an unconscious one.

      “I don’t know how to describe my connection to that magic,” Carth said. She took a few steps back, moving into the faint shadows that came off the sails and drawing upon them, sending her connection beneath the water and surging it forward. If there was any way to detect anything with the shadows, she needed to have a strong connection to them, which meant that she had to borrow from the shadows she could pick up here, beneath the sails.

      As she had experienced with the connection to the flame, when her shadow magic struck the rock beneath Keyall, it dissipated, melting away.

      “Did you try again?”

      “You couldn’t tell I was concentrating?” she asked.

      Alistan shook his head. “I didn’t notice anything that time. You moved back, so I suspected you were intending to try something.”

      “The shadows.”

      “And?”

      “And I couldn’t detect anything.”

      “What did you hope to find?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? Why have me sail out here if you didn’t expect to detect anything?”

      Carth smiled. “That’s not it. I thought that I might find an emptiness—a void—that would explain where the Elder Stone might have been hidden. If this Elder was connected to water, I wondered whether he might have placed it beneath the sea.”

      But she hadn’t detected anything, which meant that either there was nothing here—which, as she thought about it, was quite likely—or there was no way for her and her magic to detect it.

      “Were there other elders that were more closely aligned with the sea?”

      “Now you’re starting to believe the story?” Alistan asked.

      “I don’t know that I believe, but the people who would have come before—the people who had built this temple—would have.”

      “Why would that matter?”

      “Maybe one of the other elders would be better equipped to detect where this was hidden.”

      Alistan frowned and tapped on his jaw. “It is an interesting suggestion. I have thought that by bringing natives to Keyall with me, I might have some answers, but…”

      “They won’t share with you how to find it.”

      “They claim that they cannot detect anything.”

      “You’re an outsider, and you’re looking for something that is sacred to them. They wouldn’t help, even if they believed that your interest was benevolent.”

      And Carth wasn’t certain that his interest was entirely benevolent. He still might be after wealth, or might even be interested in using the Elder Stone to gain more power within Keyall.

      Carth hadn’t discarded the idea that Alistan was working on behalf of the Collector, but the more time she spent with him, the less likely she thought it was that he was working on behalf of the Collector—at least, not intentionally.

      “Even if there were other connections to the Elder here, I don’t know of any who could help.”

      “What of the Great Watcher?”

      “Your companion?”

      “If we can find her, maybe her magic could help find the Elder Stone.”

      That was, if the Collector hadn’t managed to force Alayna to help him first.

      Alistan nodded and they continued sailing, working their way along the coast, zigzagging back and forth. Every so often, Carth would pulse with her connection to either the shadows or the flame, but she never detected anything that would make her think that there was an item of power—nothing more than the stone that comprised Keyall.

      From time to time, she would try combining her magic, but she had no different outcome. If there was anything here, she was not able to come up with it.

      “We can return,” Carth said.

      “Have you come up with anything?” Alistan asked.

      She shook her head. “I haven’t come up with anything, and I am increasingly certain that I won’t.”

      Alistan made his way to the back of his ship and spoke a few words to the captain. They sailed toward the port, and Carth jumped off. “If you hear anything about my friends…”

      “I will send word,” Alistan said.

      Carth wandered up the road leading back into Keyall, ignoring the traffic along the path. There were other ships docked, and she passed a few of the merchants as she went.

      She was troubled. There had to be something here. The Collector had come to Keyall searching for power, and he had guided Carth here for a reason. It had to be the Elder Stone, but what if that didn’t exist? What if everything she had been through was for a myth?

      When she reached the city, she wandered along the edge of the rock, looking out at the sea. Water below slammed into the rock, creating a froth. Gulls circled, calling out as they swooped down toward the water before pulling back up. A few were quite large and reminded her of birds that she had seen in other ports that she’d visited.

      None of the ports were quite as dramatic as what she’d experienced in Keyall, and none had the same dramatic slope of rock sweeping toward the sea. This place was unique among all the places she had been. It was unique in the fact that her magic was nearly ineffective here. It was unique in everything that she had lost.

      She reached the outskirts of the city and continued onward. In the distance, she caught sight of the gear house and the platform leading down to the prison cells. She hesitated there but found the gear house unoccupied, so she stepped onto the platform, lowering herself down. She moved slowly, at first staring out at the water before turning back and examining the rock. It was smooth, as if this entire section of rock had been cleaved free as it sheared away, leaving only the city rising above. On either side, the rock sloped down and eventually changed over to something other than this strange black stone that fought her magic.

      She pulsed against the stone, testing her magic as she went, but nothing happened other than the platform swinging away from the wall before slamming back into it. It could do nothing to damage the rock.

      She reached the cell where her friends had been held and sent a sweep of her connection to the S’al into the cell, but she detected nothing. She tried again with the shadows and came up with nothing there either.

      The room was strange. This one had a lower ceiling than the one she had been confined in but was larger, sweeping much deeper into the rock and running beneath the city itself.

      Alistan had suggested that the pockets here were naturally formed, but she couldn’t fathom how such a thing might have happened. Nothing seemed to penetrate the stone, and unless it had been formed in this way, she couldn’t see how it would have been created. Oftentimes, she knew, caves were formed by water rushing in over years, countless centuries wearing away the openings in the rock. Other caves were formed by men chipping away at the stone, searching for iron ore, copper, or rarer metals like lorcith.

      Carth brought herself lower. Unlike when she had escaped from her prison, she had a chance to evaluate the rock around her as she made her way down. In addition to being perfectly smooth, there were other cells—at least, openings in the rock—scattered along the face of the cliff. Most were inaccessible to her, and she didn’t dare risk jumping off the platform, especially as she wasn’t certain whether she could return, and she knew that her magic would not be effective to get her back here.

      She continued lowering herself and reached her cell.

      There were traces of energy still emanating from it, enough that she could detect that she had been here. Had she burned off so much of her magic that it was obvious to anyone attuned to it that she had been here?

      Carth pulsed through the cell, sending flame and shadows sweeping through it.

      Unlike before, it seemed as if her magic went in, then continued sweeping deeper into the rock.

      That was strange. Had she imagined it? She attempted again, and again the shadows and the flame continued into the rock, sweeping not only through the cave, but elsewhere.

      It was more than simply dissipating.

      Was there anything below her cell? Could there be others closer to the sea?

      A fall from there wouldn’t be fatal as a fall from where she had been held would have been, though even her fall wouldn’t have been as dangerous as were her friends to have fallen from their cell.

      When she was nearly twenty feet above the sea level, Carth found another opening. This one was long and narrow and led deep into the rock. She sent her magic into it, searching for anything that might help her get a sense of how far into the rock this opening went. It was narrower than where she had been held, and the ceiling of this shaft was much lower than even the one where her friends had been held. It was wide enough for her to crawl into and deep enough that she could not pick up the back side of the cave.

      Where did it go?

      Carth crawled into the cave, glancing back at the platform, worried that someone up above might discover that she was there and begin raising it. She wasn’t so far away from the water that she feared plunging in from here, but with the strength of the waves, she could easily be slammed into the water and she worried that she would be crushed.

      As she crawled, she tried to detect how far into the cliff the tunnel went, but the longer she went, the harder it was to determine. It seemed to continue onward, pressing deeper and deeper into the rock. This was just as smooth as the tunnel where she had been held, and while she had a claustrophobic sort of sense, at no point did the ceiling begin to squeeze lower. It seemed an almost uniform height. The floor here was mostly smooth, though there was almost an undulating appearance to it, as if some great serpent had crawled through the rock as it had escaped.

      There was no sign of anything else and she feared crawling too deep, mostly out of fear that she would get stuck. She began to retreat, unable to turn around and forced to crawl backward. When she reached the opening to the cave, she crawled a little farther back and realized that there was nothing there.

      The platform was gone.
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      Carth crawled along the edge of the rock, her back to the cliff as she stared at the water. She glanced up but saw no sign of the platform. Whoever had stolen it from her had left no trace of it. It was possible that one of the constables had returned to the gear house and noticed it was missing. If that were the case, then it was possible that they would return and find her here. She hadn’t decided what she would do with the constables if she encountered them again, but she didn’t want to get into a fight.

      The only other option was jumping, and that left her nervous.

      Could she clear the froth?

      It would require a powerful jump, one that would carry her out and away from the rock and let her have a chance of swimming.

      From there, she would have to swim to Keyall and try to reach the port. At least the water would be less violent there, but she would be going against the current.

      She glanced up and saw the platform moving.

      She didn’t want to get into a confrontation with one of the constables, not when she needed to discover more about the city and see if there was anything that might explain what had happened to her friends.

      She pulled on the shadows and connected to the S’al, binding them together, exploding them through her as she pushed off.

      Carth sailed through the air, streaking ten, then twenty, then thirty feet before she started to descend. She plunged into the cold water.

      She pulled on her connection to the shadows, using them for strength as she swam. It seemed as if her connection was weaker than she thought it should be, making it so that even with her magic, she wasn’t able to swim nearly as quickly as she thought she would.

      Was that related to Keyall’s resistance to her magic?

      Carth swam against the current as she made her way toward Keyall.

      She popped her head above the water and took a gasping breath before diving back down. If she stayed too close to the surface, the waves would attempt to throw her down.

      The water was murky here and she couldn’t see well. Would the shadows cooperate with her at least for that? Could she peel them away so that she could see into the darkness?

      She focused only on the shadows around her and tried to push them away, but as she did, the magic once again seemed to dissipate. Carth shifted her focus and attempted to draw the shadows into her rather than push them away.

      There was a different response. The water began to clear, and she could see fish swimming nearby and could see the rock of the cliff.

      It was much closer than she had anticipated.

      Carth surged shadows and flame through her, exploding away. It propelled her through the water, sending her gliding away from the rock, but with each moment, and with each wave, she was sent backward again. She had to pulse on the shadows and the flame over and over, each time sending herself gliding away from the rock and each time using the shadows and flame together to keep herself from being bashed by the waves and the stone.

      As she went, she pulled on the shadows around her, clearing the water so that she could see. As she went, she encountered a place where the water seemed darker than she had expected. She pulled on the shadows again, but it remained dark. She was slammed backward, toward the rock, and she sent the shadows and the flame through her, thinking to propel herself forward, but it failed.

      Carth was thrown back, but she didn’t strike the rock.

      She was pushed into a cave.

      She tried pushing off using a combination of her magics, but they were ineffective. She tried swimming conventionally but could not get enough strength to drive herself forward. She was pushed back and back, into darkness thick enough that even her ability to peel back the shadows was not able to penetrate it. She tried drawing the shadows into herself, demanding that they swirl into her, but came up with nothing. The darkness lightened, but barely dissipated more than that.

      Unable to fight her way out of the cave, Carth redirected her attention and tried to spin. The water was a constant pressure, driving her backward, and she managed to spin around so that she could at least have warning if she were going to crash into something at the back of the cave.

      The first time she tried, Carth smacked her head on the side of the cave and water drove her backward, scraping her head along the stone. She fought the urge to pass out from the pain.

      She drew on her shadow connection again, pulling the shadows toward her, using that connection to help her fight her way around.

      When she spun again, her leg banged off the stone. She suppressed the urge to cry out.

      Eventually, she would lose consciousness. She couldn’t hold her breath indefinitely, even drawing on the strength from the shadows and the flame as she did.

      She tried again, and her shoulder rammed against the wall. Carth forced herself to ignore it, pushing off with a small explosion so that she could spin. Now that she was no longer fighting the current, she was thrown into the cave, and she drew the shadows toward her.

      She could feel her strength fading. She wouldn’t be able to hold her breath for much longer, and the moment she attempted to draw in a breath, she would suck in a lungful of water and would drown.

      Carth pushed through the waves, letting the water send her forward.

      As she felt her strength begin to wane, she knew that she needed to give one last effort. If she could use her magic, maybe she could get free of the cavern—unless it continued to drop lower and lower, eventually plunging her to her death. If it did, there would be no rescue. No one would know what had happened. Whatever had taken place with Jenna and Alayna would go unresolved. And Boiyn would never have the vengeance he deserved.

      Carth drew as many of the shadows as she could toward her and then surged through that connection, adding an element of S’al to it. She slipped forward, moving faster and faster, the explosion carrying her deeper into the cave.

      She had a vague sense of a change in altitude. Was she going up or was she going down?

      She couldn’t tell. Everything began to blacken around her, though she wasn’t certain how much of that came from the darkness of the water and how much from the darkness within her.

      Something changed.

      At first, she wasn’t certain what it was, but then she realized that the darkness had receded. She began seeing more and more light, everything practically glowing around her.

      Was that her dying mind playing a trick on her, or did she actually see that?

      Carth attempted another explosion, and this one carried her into the brightness.

      She was moving up. There was no doubt about it now, and as her remaining breath faded, Carth tried holding on but wasn’t sure that she could. Another surge, and she managed to pierce through the surface. She took a gasping breath and treaded water, holding herself steady as she tried to focus on where she was and what had happened to her, filling her lungs with air.

      It was hot. The glowing that she had seen in the water was real, and it seemed to infuse everything around her. A lip of rock was nearby and she reached for it and managed to drag herself free of the water. As she sat there, trying to take stock of where she was, she saw she was in a massive cavern. All around her were other dark inlets, openings from other tunnels like the one that had dragged her in here.

      Would she be able to use one of those tunnels to get herself free again?

      What was the glowing?

      It seemed to come from everywhere, from the walls and even the water. That couldn’t be real, could it? Could the water actually have taken on some of the glowing?

      She sat for long moments until her strength began to return. When it did, she stood and started to look around. She needed to find a way out. The pool here seemed to have a pretty uniform level, and she assumed that it was sea level. Surprisingly, there was no sense of the current that she had detected when she was thrown into this cavern.

      She looked for tunnels that seemed to be angling up and out of the chamber.

      There were a few, but they were all high above her. If she could reach one, she hoped that she could reach another. From there, she could try to find one that might lead her back out.

      What had Alistan said about these? They were all naturally formed, but she had a hard time believing that these were natural. Maybe the story about the Elder was true. Maybe there was some powerful being who had created this place and who had left an Elder Stone here. Could she find it? If she could find evidence of the Elder Stone, she might be able to use that with the Collector. At this point, she was willing to trade something like that for her friends, especially if that was what it took.

      Carth jumped to the next tunnel and started into it. After crawling for some ways, it became quite dark and her attempts to use her connection to the shadows to peel out was ineffective.

      She could feel the tunnel narrowing and decided to back out rather than getting stuck. When she reached the central chamber with the pool, she jumped to the next ledge. She slipped a little and frantically grabbed at the rock, instinctively trying to use her magic to propel her before giving up as it slipped away from her.

      She managed to get a handhold and dragged herself into the tunnel. She hesitated for a moment, taking deep breaths as she slowed her breathing, trying to steady her pounding heart, and then started into the opening. Much like in the last one, the darkness began to overwhelm her, and she crawled until she felt the walls of the cave closing around her. She backed out, and when she reached the pool, she looked for another opening.

      The next one was quite a bit above her, and she took a moment to compose herself before attempting to jump. When she thought she was ready, she surged off with an explosion of magic. She reached the lip of the tunnel and slipped.

      Carth swore as she plummeted back into the pool.

      She crawled back onto the rock lip that had previously given her a place to rest and gathered herself before jumping from opening to opening and trying again. This time, she managed to reach the entrance to the cave and pulled herself in. She crawled longer than she had in the others before needing to back up.

      Carth looked up, searching for how much higher she could try before the entrances were no more. The top of the cavern was dozens of feet overhead. There were nearly as many openings that let in here.

      She would keep trying. Whatever else happened, she had to keep trying and somehow find a way to get herself free.
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      Carth was exhausted. She had tried over a dozen different openings, and each of them had closed around her, forcing her back. She had plummeted back into the water several times, and each time she did, she had to start all over, forcing her to use even more strength. She was quite aware of the fact that her connection to her magic was not as potent as she thought it should be. It was different than simply not working when it came to attempting to use it on the stone that comprised the city below her. This was more that she had a reduced connection to her magic.

      Maybe this far into the rock, whatever it was that influenced her ability was more potent.

      She crawled forward, expecting nothing different than she had found in each of the other locations. This tunnel sloped upward more than some of them had, and she was thankful that it didn’t narrow quite as much. After a while, the sides began to squeeze around her, but she continued longer than she thought she should, determined to find some way to get free.

      There came a point where her shoulders brushed against the walls and she pulled them in, continuing forward. She dreaded the idea of getting stuck here, knowing there was nothing her magic could do to get her free, but she was determined to find some way out.

      The tunnel narrowed again, and she knew she had to back up.

      As she started to, she noticed something was different.

      There was a hint of a breeze.

      None of the other tunnels had had a breeze, and certainly none that blew against her, toward the central chamber.

      Did that mean this one opened up to the outside?

      If it did, could she push herself forward a little more and somehow manage to get out?

      She had to try. Even if it meant she risked getting stuck, it was the first time she’d had the sense that she could get out.

      Carth crawled forward. Now she had to pull her shoulders all the way in, and doing so limited her movements. She pushed forward with her toes, scurrying forward. Each movement was difficult, limited by the confined space.

      She began to struggle to catch her breath, not fully able to take a deep breath.

      Carth considered turning back, even if it meant that she would have to scratch her way along the stone, but another gust of wind came through, and this time it was unmistakable. She noticed the scent of salt on the wind, and it mixed with the familiarity of the sea.

      She had to be close, didn’t she?

      Another push, and this time she was jammed into the rock, unable to move.

      She swore to herself and gathered the shadows and the flame, wrapping them around her and sending them through her feet, trying to trigger an explosion that would propel her forward, regardless of how much it might scrape her along the stone. She needed to get free and feared what might happen if she were unable to do so. It would be a horrible way to die.

      The explosion managed to push her forward enough that she was able to grab at the stone, and she crawled. The opening seemed to widen here, and she found that she could move a little better.

      She pulled again, and again she managed to get a handhold so that she could pull at the stone, dragging herself along.

      She saw light.

      It was an encouragement, and she hurried forward even faster than she had before.

      And then she reached the outside.

      Carth rested there, gasping in a deep breath, letting the salty air fill her lungs. Far below her was the water, and now that she had experienced it once before, she didn’t think that she could risk trying to survive another plunge. Not only did she not have the strength, she had barely survived the last time.

      She rolled so that she could look up at the smooth sheet of rock comprising the cliff high overhead, an impossible distance.

      She had managed to get mostly free, but she was still trapped here.
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      Carth lay in place, trying to determine what she needed to do. She lost track of how much time had passed but figured it must’ve been several hours. It had been midday when she had first emerged from the cave out into the opening, and now it was nearly dark.

      She would need to make a decision. Would she be willing to jump and risk herself, or would she try to find some way to climb?

      None of the decisions were palatable. Either option left her with danger. If she attempted to climb, she ran the risk of falling into the water, regardless. And if she attempted to jump into the water, she might be high enough to be able to dive far enough out, but there was no telling whether the water was deep enough to survive from here.

      Dusk turned into darkness.

      As it did, Carth noted a soft creaking.

      What was that?

      There was a rhythmic nature to it, and it took a moment for her to recognize that it was the platform being lowered back down.

      Where was the platform?

      It was dark enough that she couldn’t see easily. She pulled on the shadows and saw the outline of movement near her. Surprisingly, the platform was coming down only twenty feet away.

      She couldn’t make out who was on the platform, though perhaps that didn’t matter. All she would need to do would be to reach it.

      The platform stopped slightly above her.

      She heard the sound of feet on the wood of the platform, and the person stepped into the cave.

      Was this one of the constables?

      Could they have captured Jenna and Alayna? That might explain why they were missing.

      No. They had been taken when Linsay had disappeared. This was something else.

      An opportunity.

      Her rest had helped her regain her strength, and Carth jumped.

      It was a controlled jump, not like an explosion that dragged her across the stone. The distance was not so great that she didn’t think herself capable of reaching it. The only challenge for her was the darkness, which made gauging the distance a little more difficult, but even that was not insurmountable.

      She reached the edge of the platform and used it to throw herself up, using the shadows to muffle the sound of her landing. Carth glanced into the cavern, looking to see who might have gone ahead of her. There was no light and no sense of movement. She sent a pulse of S’al into the cave but came up with nothing.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      There was something, but it wasn’t quite what she had expected. There was movement near the back of the cave, and Carth thought that she could detect someone—maybe even someone familiar, but she didn’t dare remain too long. If she were here when whatever constable—or whoever it was in the cave—returned, she would have to decide whether to fight or to flee, regardless.

      Carth chose to climb and hurried up the rope, leaving the platform alone.

      Once back at the top, she backed away from the rock edge and tried to steady her breathing, calming herself, but it was difficult. She had survived. Not only survived, but she had made it back to Keyall, and she could get herself to safety now.

      She would berate herself later for choosing to try and investigate alone, and for risking herself needlessly.

      She figured that she’d been gone for two days, long enough that Alistan might have found something out about her friends, but first she would need to return to the tavern.

      The platform began moving, the ropes making their way back up and into the gear house. If she stayed where she was, she could discover who had lowered the platform—essentially saving her.

      She wanted to know. If nothing else, she thought she needed to know whether someone else had been imprisoned.

      When the platform appeared at the top, a familiar figure appeared.

      Carth remain hidden in the shadows until Talia approached. “How long have you been following me?”

      “What makes you think that I’ve been following you?”

      She frowned. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      Talia had never struggled to peer through her darkness. This despite the fact that Durand claimed that she was not of Keyall, not as others were. She was obviously enough from the city that she had begun to take on the beneficial properties of this place.

      “I’m here. What were you doing in the cells?” Carth asked.

      “It was nothing.”

      “If it was nothing, you would share with me what it was, which tells me that it’s not simply nothing.”

      Talia shook her head. “If you need to know, you can lower yourself down and see if you can figure out which one I entered. There are more than a few caves here.”

      Carth decided not to share with Talia that she was all too familiar with the number of caves lining the rock wall and thought that she could find the one Talia had visited, but she had no intention of lowering herself back down, not after she had just barely managed to survive.

      “What kind of work do you do for him?” she asked.

      “I do many things for the Collector,” Talia said.

      “Why?” Carth asked.

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Carth sighed. “I’d like to try. All I want is to help. Now all I want is to get my friends and leave Keyall, but it doesn’t seem as if I can, not until I find a way to do whatever the Collector needs from me.”

      “You believe there is an Elder Stone in Keyall?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe about them. Alistan has shared with me what he believes, and he certainly seems to think there is something here.”

      “If anyone would understand such things, it would be him,” Talia said.

      Carth wasn’t sure that she cared any longer. “What happens when I’m gone? What will you do for the Collector then?”

      “Whatever it takes.”

      “You’re not denying anymore that you serve him.”

      “What’s the point? You’ve seen through it, at least enough to know that I have no choice in my service.”

      “We all have choices,” Carth said.

      “As I said, you wouldn’t understand.”

      Carth considered her for a long moment. “At least tell me who the Collector is so that I know who I am dealing with. Is it somebody that I’ve already met?”

      An interested smile flickered across Talia’s mouth. “You could say that.” Talia shook her head. “And before you begin thinking that I am the Collector, you should know that I’m not.”

      Carth glanced toward the rock overlooking the city before turning her attention back to Talia. The other woman met her gaze, saying nothing.

      “Let your master know that I will find him, eventually.”

      Talia shook her head. “I don’t know that you will.”

      Carth watched as she left, putting space between them, before heading back into the city. Once there, she made her way toward the tavern. She wanted nothing more than a bed.

      No, she wanted a meal first.

      She stopped in the great room of the tavern and took a seat along the back wall, motioning to an unfamiliar waitress and ordering food and a drink. When the woman brought them back to her, Carth leaned in close. “Has any word been sent for Carth from Alistan Rhain?”

      The woman’s eyes widened slightly. “You’re Carth?”

      Carth nodded.

      “There has been some word, but none knew what it meant. Wait a minute until I can get…”

      The woman didn’t finish before hurrying off. Carth began picking at her food and taking small sips of her drink. After being away for so long, she was incredibly hungry and her mouth was dry. She ate slowly so as not to get sick and glanced up when a figure appeared.

      The man could be Durand’s double.

      “You’re Carth?” the man asked.

      “And you’re related to Durand.”

      The man grinned. “He’s my brother. He asked me to find you and bring word to you.”

      “What kind of word?”

      The man slipped a sheet of paper onto the table. “This was left for you.”

      Carth unfolded the paper. On it was what appeared to be a drawing of a Tsatsun board, one much like she had used to teach Boiyn how to play. “Durand left this for me?” Carth asked.

      “He left it, but he said he didn’t write it. He found it addressed to you and directed to him.”

      Talia. It had to be. Why would Talia have left this for her? What was she supposed to see from the Tsatsun board and the way it was laid out? Carth could make out nothing from the position of the pieces that would make any sort of sense.

      “Thank you,” she said to the man.

      “Does it help you?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know. Not yet.”

      Durand’s brother left the table and Carth turned her attention back to her plate, chewing slowly. Every so often, she would look up at the slip of paper, trying to make sense of what she saw but finding nothing there that was clear.

      When she finished her food and ale, she left coins on the table and made her way up to the room. She pushed the door open, ignoring the stench that had begun to come from Boiyn’s body. She would have to move him before she drew too much attention.

      She sat on the bed next to him, staring at his face. In death, he seemed to have found a certain measure of peace. Boiyn had never been all that at peace in life, always struggling with who he was and what people wanted of him. Carth had hoped to provide a measure of peace for him, but she had failed him.

      Once more, tears streamed from her eyes. Why would Boiyn’s death strike her so much? She had lost others before, but maybe it was because she’d thought that she should be able to protect him and keep him safe, and she had failed.

      It wasn’t only that she had failed, but that she had been so completely outclassed in the process. The Collector had beaten her time and again. And he had taken Boiyn from her.

      She looked over at the Tsatsun board. It had gone untouched. She began moving the pieces, playing out the game, turning it from side to side as she did. She played Boiyn’s side first, and then turned to play Linsay’s side.

      She noticed something strange when she did.

      Linsay’s movements were skilled—and certainly more skilled than what Carth had once given her credit for. But that wasn’t all that she found interesting. It was the way that she moved, the aggression that she had in her movements.

      There was something off about them.

      Carth continued the game, playing one side and then the other, finally setting down the last piece as the Stone was moved across the board, Boiyn’s side the victor, as she had thought when she’d first seen the game board.

      As she sat there, studying the pieces, she realized what it was that troubled her. Linsay’s movements were quite skilled, enough that she would be considered a master of Tsatsun. Not only that, but there was something about Linsay’s play that reminded her of the Collector.

      Carth held the piece, twirling it in her hand, trying to figure out what it was that felt that way. She couldn’t come up with it, not without trying to play it.

      Carth quickly set up the game board again.

      The game played out quickly, with Carth making each move that would be required to position herself in Linsay’s game. Each move helped her see what Linsay would have needed to do in order to reach that point on the game board. Each move brought her a greater understanding of Linsay. And as she played, Carth began to see that Linsay had never applied herself when they had played.

      Carth had suspected that to be the case and thought that Linsay must have been taught by the Collector. And if she had been, then Linsay would be more skilled than she had let on. But what Carth saw was something else.

      The moves that Linsay had made reminded her of the way the Collector maneuvered her. It was unconventional, which was why Carth had such a hard time with it, and her way of playing was unconventional. There was a recklessness to it, though it was a controlled recklessness, and Carth could see how she would have intended to play.

      She paused, resetting the game board and beginning again.

      When she played Tsatsun, it was easy to get into the mindset of her opponent, and as she played this out, it was apparent that Linsay had not expected Boiyn to be as skilled as he was. In order to have her game end up the way that it had, she would have played in such a way that it would have left her unconcerned about what Boiyn might do, convinced that she would easily defeat him. It was only when Boiyn seemed to have caught on and his pieces had shifted that she’d realized that she needed to play with a greater intensity.

      Carth reset the pieces and started again, not certain that she had the right of what she had come across. Maybe she was only imagining what she thought she had come across in the game. She played it out again, and again she came up with the same answer.

      Carth started again, playing with a frantic energy. She turned the board each time she made a move, unsettled by what she saw.

      Once again, she came up with the same answer.

      Resetting the pieces, she played out the game again. This time, she focused on what she could gather from the thought process that Linsay must have used as she played. She had spent so much time trying to understand the Collector, and the answer had been right in front of her.

      There was real skill in the game, and Linsay had not expected Boiyn to pose a challenge, never seeing his mind the same way that Carth did. And Carth had recognized the beauty of Boiyn’s mind and recognized that he could be helpful to her, and could help challenge her, so that she could become a better Tsatsun player.

      Even after working with Boiyn as often as she had, it appeared Linsay had not appreciated his brilliance in quite the same way.

      When she set up the game another time, moving through it deliberately, bringing the pieces to the point where she had found the game board, she knew with certainty. The answer that she had been missing came to her.

      Now she had to go to Talia and convince her that she knew the Collector’s secret.
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      Alistan looked over at Carth. He was dressed all in black, with a heavy cloak hanging around his shoulders. There was a bit of an evening wind, and there was a chill to it, but not enough to need a cloak quite like that. Carth was dressed more simply, in little more than a shirt and pants, her arms crossed over her chest as she stared into the darkness, parting the shadows with a gentle pull.

      “Are you sure about this?” Alistan asked.

      He hadn’t questioned her when she had come to ask him to accompany her. She needed him with her, if only to confirm something for herself. Alistan had agreed, though she had needed to explain where she had been the last few days. When she had described what had happened to her, he had studied her with his strange, dark, unreadable expression. He had said nothing. She had a sense that he was disappointed, though she wasn’t certain why.

      “More certain than I’ve been in quite some time,” she said.

      “And you learned all of this from playing Tsatsun?”

      Carth closed her eyes and couldn’t shake the image of the game board sitting in front of her. It seemed to be burned into her mind, an answer that she should have come up with long before she had. She had failed, but perhaps not in the way that she had at first believed. Her failure had been one of an abundance of trust.

      It was odd to think that, especially as she was not naturally trusting. Yet that was the only answer she could come up with.

      “You don’t have to do this, Carth. I believe you. I will speak on your behalf to the tribunal, so that they will understand what you’ve gone through.”

      Carth looked over at him. “You will speak on my behalf? And what have I done to convince you?”

      “You’ve proven that you have no interest in abandoning the laws of Keyall.”

      “Don’t I? I came to Keyall and have done nothing but defy your laws.”

      “You don’t want me to speak on your behalf?”

      “I’d like to know what side you’re on,” Carth said, holding him with a steady gaze. To his credit, Alistan didn’t blink and made no attempt to turn away. Carth had already known that he had a steeliness to him and wasn’t surprised that he seemed unmoved by her effort to intimidate him.

      “I’m on the side of knowledge,” he said.

      “We’ll see.”

      They didn’t have to wait long. Talia appeared out of the darkness, her shadowed figure slowly becoming clearer. Even at night, she cut a striking figure, and irritation bubbled up within Carth.

      “You summoned me?” Talia asked with a smile.

      Carth nodded. “I did.”

      “Why? You’ve already concluded that I work on behalf of the Collector. And you’ve already decided that fact frustrates you.”

      Carth shrugged. “I think that your service to the Collector has been longer than I’ve ever considered.”

      “And what do you mean by that?” Talia asked.

      “Only that you and the Collector know each other better than I realized. I had thought to save you from the Collector, but that’s not possible now, is it?”

      Talia frowned at her. Carth could feel the heat of Alistan’s gaze on her and avoided looking over at him. For this, Talia needed her attention, and Carth needed to keep her focus on Talia so that she could determine whether she had read the situation correctly or not.

      “And why do you think that is?”

      Carth shook her head. “You can have the Collector come out. I suspect she’s observing.”

      “You really do overestimate yourself, Carth.”

      “Maybe I have in the past, but I don’t think so, not this time. This time, I’m quite certain that I have the right of what I suspect.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Her identity.”

      Talia didn’t blink, but she heard Alistan’s breath catch.

      “Now. I would like for her to come forward. Otherwise…”

      Talia frowned. “Otherwise what? What do you think that you would do, Carthenne? Do you think to accuse me of being the Collector? You’ve claimed I serve her often enough that changing it to me being her would be something entirely different.”

      “You’re not denying my statement.”

      “And what is that?” Talia asked.

      “Have the Collector step forward. Tell Linsay—or whatever her name actually is—to come forward.”

      She still wasn’t certain from Alistan or his reaction whether he had known. Carth still wasn’t a hundred percent convinced that she had this completely right, but the time that she had spent playing Tsatsun over and over again had shown her a way of thinking that didn’t make sense, not for someone who wasn’t a highly skilled master player.

      Everything that she had seen from that game board had screamed that Linsay was something else: the very person that Carth had been searching for.

      Carth didn’t know whether Linsay would expose herself, but if she was right, this was the next move in the game. If nothing else, Linsay had wanted her to learn her identity.

      Or maybe she hadn’t. Maybe that was the reason for Boiyn’s death.

      “You certainly take your time coming to a conclusion,” she heard from the darkness. The voice sounded like Linsay, but there was a different element within it that Carth didn’t recognize. An arrogance.

      It was Linsay, but it was not.

      “You’ve been with me the entire time. You’ve been watching me the entire time. Why, if you only wanted to use me?”

      “Why? The challenge. You’re a player of Tsatsun, Carthenne. I’d think that you of all people would understand the why.”

      “After everything that you’ve seen me do, this is how you repay me?”

      Carth had chosen her words carefully, mostly curious about what response she would elicit from Linsay. Spending time playing as her had given her a different insight, and she thought that she understood, but she needed the confirmation. She needed Linsay to prove it, and the one way that Carth knew to get her to do that involved coercing her into a reaction.

      “And what have you done for me?”

      “I brought you to safety. I gave you connections, friends, and you attacked them.”

      Linsay shrugged. “Boiyn was troublesome from the beginning. It was good that he hadn’t played Tsatsun, or I think he might have spoiled this surprise long before. He really did have a bright mind.”

      “And you killed him because he learned your secret? Or did you kill him because he was going to win?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters. You knew Boiyn, so you know it matters.”

      “Boiyn knew what I wanted him to know of me, much as you knew what I wanted you to know of me.”

      “And you wanted me to find you like this? Why? What is it that you needed me to do that you couldn’t do yourself?”

      Linsay laughed as she stalked toward Carth. She wore a long, flowing black cloak with the hood pulled up, nearly covering her face. “I remembered hearing stories of a powerful woman. She was said to have trained with the A’ras, and she forged an alliance that was never believed possible, and she was known to have an affinity for gaming. It took some digging, but I was able to learn that you played Tsatsun, and when I learned that, I needed to know more.”

      “Tsatsun? That’s what this is all about?”

      “Even you know that it is more than just a game,” Linsay said. “Even you know that Tsatsun allows you to peer into another person’s mind in a way that anyone other than Alayna would never appreciate.”

      Carth frowned at the mention of Alayna. The people of Elaeavn were said to have individuals with the capability of reading one’s mind, much as Alayna could catch glimpses of possibilities.

      “Where are they? What have you done to Jenna and Alayna?”

      Linsay tipped her head with a smile. “What did you mean when you told Talia that she had known me longer than you had given her credit for?”

      “You’re sisters. Isn’t that it?”

      Talia glanced over at Linsay. “I told you that you underestimated her.”

      “Underestimated her? She’s sailed with me for months, and never once did she question the fact that I seemed to be steering her this way the entire time.”

      “I didn’t question it because I trusted you.”

      “And that was your mistake,” Linsay said.

      Carth shrugged. “It was a mistake, but it’s one I was willing to make. It’s one I was happy to make. I would do it again for others I cared for if it meant that I was able to help them. Why else would I have brought you in and made you a part of what we were doing if I couldn’t trust you?”

      “Yes. We are sisters. Talia has remained on Keyall, searching for answers on my behalf.”

      “The Elder Stone?” She glanced at Alistan, and she realized that he had been watching Linsay with a mixture of surprise and uncertainty. He hadn’t known that she was the Collector. Which meant that perhaps he could be trusted, at least more than Talia.

      “The Elder Stone is real,” Linsay said. “I tried to get you to listen before all of this, but…” She shook her head. “You had to trust Boiyn. And if you’ve spoken to Alistan, then you’ve heard the same stories that he has shared with others. He believes that Elder Stones exist in many different parts of the world, not only in Keyall. I believe it is his theory that your magic comes from the power of an Elder Stone. Isn’t that right, Alistan?”

      Alistan locked eyes with Linsay. “They won’t let you find it. They won’t let me find it, and I’ve lived here for years.”

      Linsay chuckled. “Oh, I’m quite certain of that. Talia was here long enough to be considered a part of the city. She should have been able to find the whereabouts of the Elder Stone, but alas, it was not to be.”

      “Why this one?” When Linsay studied her, Carth looked around. They were at the edge of the city, near the rocky coast leading down to the water splashing far below. A few notes of smoke hung in the air from cook fires scattered throughout the city, and a fragrant scent drifted from the distant forest, but that was little more than an undertone. “Why is this Elder Stone so important to you? If what Alistan believes is accurate, then there should be Elder Stones in other places.”

      “I’m quite certain there are. There are Stones in Elaeavn, but they are guarded by the Elvraeth who rule in the city. The Stones of your homeland have been lost. Otherwise, the Reshian never would have abandoned Ih. And then there is Lashasn, and the story of Ras. If there ever was an Elder Stone there, it has been lost long ago—so long ago that the memory of it has faded from the world.”

      “There would have to be others. If what Alistan has told me is true, there would have to be other Stones, not just those.”

      She shrugged. “It is possible, but this seemed to be the most likely candidate, and the easiest to reach. The others will come in time.”

      “Easiest? You’ve stationed your sister on this rock for how many years? Five? Ten? Long enough for her to begin to show some effects.” Carth glanced at Talia. “Have you told her that? Have you revealed to your sister—the Collector—that you have developed an immunity to the shadow magic so that you can see through my cloaking?”

      Talia’s gaze drifted to the ground and Carth was pleased to know that she had read that correctly.

      “You haven’t told her, have you? Why not? What do you think to hide from your sister, the woman who placed you here, forcing you to serve her?”

      Linsay grinned at Carth. “Now you think to divide us? You really haven’t learned anything yet. She won’t betray me. She can’t betray me.”

      “And why is that?”

      Linsay only shook her head. “Now, as to your task. I would have you find the Elder Stone and bring it to me.”

      “If you’re the Collector, why can’t you gather the Stone and bring it?”

      “I’m afraid it won’t work like that. Only someone touched by the elders is able to reach one of the Stones. You, Carthenne Rel, have proven that you’re touched by the elders. Perhaps more than touched, I suspect. Which is why you have to be the one to find the Stone.”

      “Why?”

      “I won’t be able to find it, and even if I could, I doubt that I’ll be able to use it. That is why you must bring it to me.”

      “And if I don’t?” She thought she knew what Linsay would say, but she needed the confirmation. Hearing it this way—from someone who was supposed to be a friend—was hard, but necessary.

      “You aren’t that ruthless, Carth. I know you too well.”

      “You didn’t answer.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to. If you don’t do this, then Jenna and Alayna will die.”
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      Carth sat with a barely touched glass of wine in her hands. Alistan tipped it to her lips, encouraging her to drink. She did so reluctantly, inhaling the heady scent of the fruit. It was good wine, the kind that she expected from a man like Alistan, the type of wine she suspected he had sourced from some difficult-to-reach locale, if only to brag about how hard it had been for him to acquire it.

      “You can’t sacrifice the Elder Stone for the sake of your friends.”

      Carth took another drink, licking her lips. She could say no. That was the predicament she was in. It would be easy enough to deny Linsay’s request and refuse to even search for the Stone, even if she thought she could find it, which she wasn’t entirely certain about. But Linsay had played her, and Carth knew that she had. Taking Boiyn from her had made her aware of her failings, an act that was so cold and calculating that Carth had to appreciate the gamesmanship within it.

      It was the kind of maneuver she would never be able to make.

      Maybe she would never be able to beat the Collector—Linsay. If she were willing to be that ruthless and Carth was not, how could she ever overcome her?

      “I’ve already lost so many,” she said. “I can’t stomach the idea of losing them too. They’re important to me. They came here because of me.”

      “They came here because she coerced you into coming.”

      Carth sighed. She was thankful that Alistan had not been working with the Collector, at least not knowingly. He had employed Talia, though from what he said, many people in Keyall had employed Talia. That was how she had made herself useful—practically indispensable.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I need to help them,” she said. She took another drink of the wine. It made her feel lightheaded and she welcomed the sensation, not sending a surge of S’al through herself as she often did to clear the effects. She needed to revel in the headiness of the wine.

      “Can you help them and not help Linsay?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” That was the question, and it was one that Carth didn’t have a good answer for. Somehow, she would have to determine whether she could help her friends, but she felt increasingly certain that she couldn’t. Linsay had proven her ruthlessness in her willingness to kill Boiyn.

      That was a message to Carth, a way that, once Carth discovered her identity, she could force Carth to do what she wanted.

      And it would work.

      How could it not, when Carth couldn’t imagine leaving her friends to suffer—to be tortured, and ultimately killed—the same way that Boiyn had?

      “You could use the constables,” Alistan said.

      Carth looked over. “Could I? They’re immune to my magic because they are descendants of Keyall.”

      He nodded.

      “But they aren’t immune to the manipulations of the Collector. It’s possible that she has had Talia gathering information on them for her, to coerce them into doing what she wants.”

      Alistan sighed. “It is possible.”

      “Is there anything else you know about the Elder Stones that might help me know what needs to be done?”

      Alistan nodded to his shelves. “I have spent many years searching for information about the Elder Stones. All that I have is contained here, but even that is not complete. Most of what I have is conjecture, stories that come from stories that come from other stories. Keyall is unique in that there are the remains of the temple, but there is nothing within the temple that would explain anything about this place or these people.”

      “And there’s no place where this artifact could ever be found,” Carth said.

      “It’s possible that there is some ancient hiding place for it, but…”

      “But you’ve searched and haven’t found anything,” Carth said.

      Alistan nodded. “I’ve searched, and I have not found anything,” he agreed.

      Carth sighed. She took another drink of wine, finishing the glass. Alistan refilled it and left the bottle on the table near her. Her mind struggled to work through what she needed to do, continuing to encounter the same barriers each time. Whatever she tried to do, she would run into the need to save Jenna and Alayna, and she couldn’t do that without finding the Elder Stone.

      “Then they are lost,” Carth said.

      “I’m sorry, Carthenne Rel. I wish there was something that I could say or do to help you, but there’s nothing that I know. I’ve tried, but the people here have prevented me from knowing.”

      Carth took another slow sip of her wine before she sat up. The people of this place were connected to Keyall in a way that reminded her of how the shadow blessed were connected to Ih or even how those of Lashasn were connected to the S’al.

      That had to be the answer, at least an answer that could help her understand.

      “I need to go to the constabulary.”

      “Finally. They will see if they can help find your friends.”

      “That’s not it,” Carth said. “I don’t think they can help me.”

      “Then what do you intend to do by going to the constabulary?”

      “I hope that they might help me find the Elder Stone.”

      Alistan stared at her as if she were speaking in another language before shaking his head. “They won’t reveal anything to you. If they are truly the descendants of the Elder, they have an obligation to protect him, which means that they won’t reveal his source of power because if they did, they would lose their connection to that power.”

      “That’s fine. They don’t have to reveal it. They just have to take the next step, and I’ll see what I can learn myself.”

      Carth started down the stairs, ignoring Alistan’s shouts for her to slow down.

      She hurried through the city, noting a quiet sort of chaos all around. Finding the constabulary again was easy, especially from here. It was a two-story building near the central plaza and was well lit despite the time of night. She approached the two guards standing watch before the building, and as she did, they both reached for their swords.

      Carth didn’t even try reaching for the shadows. She stopped in front of them, holding her hands up. “I need to speak with Peter.”

      The man nearest her frowned. “You are the one who escaped from the cells,” he said.

      “I’m the one,” Carth said. “I need to speak with Peter.”

      “You’re to be taken into custody and escorted—”

      Carth surged a hint of shadow and flame together, exploding it directly in front of him. “No. There will be no escorting. Now, I ask you again to allow me to speak with Peter.”

      The two men shared a glance before the far man hurried off, leaving the man nearest Carth attempting to appear imposing. He kept his hand on the hilt of his sword, and Carth suspected he was serviceable, maybe even skilled, but undoubtedly he was no match for her, even unarmed as she was.

      It didn’t take long for Peter to appear. His dark eyes were sharp and he showed no signs of sleepiness despite the time of night. “What is this?” he asked, glancing from Carth to Alistan.

      “My apologies, Constable, but this one was determined to speak with you this evening,” Alistan said. “I have tried to convince her to wait until morning…”

      He nodded to the nearest constable. “Take her into custody. We can return her to the cell—”

      “No,” Carth said. “I won’t even allow you to attempt to return me to the cell, not that it would hold me.”

      “It held you well. Someone else rescued you from the cell. Otherwise you would have been trapped there.”

      “Perhaps once, but now I know there’s another way.” Let him believe that she could actually find a way free, even though she wasn’t certain whether she could.

      “There’s no other way out of the cells. That’s why they are as effective as they are.”

      Carth glanced around the plaza. This was where Jenna had once been held and where she had gone wild, reverting to something that she had been prior to Carth finding her and getting her help. It had taken Boiyn and one of his elixirs to rescue her, but her friend still wasn’t all the way returned. Would she struggle just as much now that Linsay had betrayed them? Jenna had struggled to trust the way it was, and it had taken significant coaxing from both Carth and Alayna to draw her out. And she had spent time with Linsay, time that had apparently been misjudged.

      “All I want is a chance to talk with you. Please.”

      Peter glanced from Carth to Alistan, holding his attention on the merchant for the longest before nodding to Carth. “I’ll give you a chance to convince me. If you can’t…”

      Carth nodded. If she couldn’t convince him, then she would have to move on, regardless of whether it required her to fight her way free.

      They made their way inside the constabulary and Carth surveyed the room as she went in, looking around, trying to gauge what it would take for her to break free if she were to need to do so. She pulsed through her connection to the S’al, using it to help her gauge the number of people in the building. There were at least a dozen, enough that it would make a challenge if she attempted to fight her way free, and enough that she suspected more than a few would have to die in order for her to escape.

      She would have to find a way to convince Peter of what she intended, and if she couldn’t, she had to be ready to fight.

      He led her upstairs, and she noted that the walls here were all made of the same stone that the temple had been made of. It wasn’t that the building was comprised of it, but rather sections of stone had been hauled up, positioned along the walls, and mortared into place. Carth smiled to herself. Would it matter that the stone was not a continuous sheet? She suspected that it wouldn’t be nearly as effective that way as if they had used a single sheet.

      Peter motioned to a chair, which Carth took. Alistan stood behind her and paced. Carth glanced back at him and realized that he had a familiarity with this room. He was not uncomfortable here, though why should he be? He had no connection to the shadows or the flame—magics that were ineffective here.

      “Tell me why you felt the need to present yourself to me and demand my attention.”

      “What have you heard about the Collector?” Carth asked.

      “We have had this conversation before.”

      “We have. I would like to know what you have heard.”

      “Nothing more than rumor. This person terrorizes the merchants to prevent trade in the city. You claimed to have rectified that.”

      “I thought I had.” Peter arched a brow. “What if I told you that the Collector was in the city now?”

      “How would you know that?”

      “Because I brought her here.”

      “Her?”

      Carth arched a brow. “You don’t think that someone as terrifying as the Collector could be a her?”

      He grunted and drummed his fingers on the surface of the table. “I have some experience with capable women. I’m not making any sort of assumptions. It’s just that all the rumors I’ve heard of the Collector have stated that this person is male.”

      “To deter others from realizing who she is.”

      “And you know this with certainty?”

      “Much certainty.”

      Peter’s gaze shifted to Alistan, who nodded once.

      Carth frowned. Was it going to be like that? Was Peter going to check with Alistan each time to verify that what Carth said was true?

      “I came to you,” Carth said. “If you choose not to believe me, that is your prerogative.”

      “And if I choose not to believe you, and choose to place you back into your cell?”

      “I can’t allow that.”

      Peter studied her. His drumming fingers stopped. “And now you think to threaten me.”

      “It’s not a threat. I’m simply stating a fact, so that you understand where I’m coming from. I came to you because you might know something that will help me.”

      “And why would I want to help you?”

      “Because the Collector has two people that I care about.”

      “You can prove this?”

      Carth shrugged. “You’ll have to take my word for it.”

      “I’m afraid, Carthenne Rel, that your word does not mean that much to me. You are widely regarded as someone who has little concern for the law, and so I don’t think that I can take your word for it.”

      Carth would have to frame this in a way that would be convincing. How could she convince Peter—a man who lived by the rule of law of Keyall to the point that he punished people in ways that were almost cruel?

      But the answer had been given to her by the Collector.

      “Come with me, and I will show you what the Collector has done.”

      “And just what is that?” Peter asked.

      “Murder. The Collector killed one of my friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The tavern had a somewhat somber air as they approached. There was no music drifting out through the door, none of the same liveliness that Carth was accustomed to from this place. She raised her hand as they approached, halting Alistan, but Peter continued onward, ignoring her.

      “Something’s wrong here,” she said.

      Alistan glanced from Carth to the tavern. “This is in a less reputable part of the city, so I would imagine that something is wrong here often.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that.”

      Peter pulled the door open and Carth was not surprised to find the tavern empty. Trays of food were untouched on tables, and there were mugs of ale that were half-drunk.

      “Where is everybody?” Alistan asked.

      “As I said, something is off.”

      Peter looked around and his hand went to the hilt of his sword, unsheathing it slightly. “You have stayed here?”

      “Not when it’s been like this.”

      “When was the last time you were here?”

      She shrugged. “Earlier today. It’s where I realized who the Collector was.”

      Peter looked around before heading to the kitchen. Unsheathing his sword, he pushed the door open and sucked in a breath.

      Carth hurried forward to join him. When she reached Peter, she shook her head.

      Three bodies lay in the kitchen, each with their wrists slit, much as Boiyn’s had been. A knife lay on the floor, blood coating the blade. Carth didn’t have to get too close to recognize the knife.

      It was one of Jenna’s.

      Peter crouched in front of the knife and studied it for a few moments before looking up at Carth. “Your companion carried a knife like this.”

      Carth nodded. “I suspect she carried this knife.”

      “You’re saying your friend did this?”

      “Not this.”

      “I saw the wild look in her eyes. That’s the kind of person who would snap and do this.”

      Carth frowned at him. “Do you really think that I travel with people who would slaughter others in this way?”

      Peter lifted the knife and wiped it clean on one of the dead bodies before stuffing it into his pocket. He wiped his hands on his pants and turned to face Carth. “I’ll tell you what I know. In the time since you’ve come to my city, there have been more crimes than we are accustomed to. My ships have been attacked. Fires have consumed parts of the city. And now I have three dead.” He considered her for a moment before shaking his head. “Do you know what others say about you?”

      “I know exactly what you heard. And much of it is true. I fight for those who cannot fight for themselves. If that involves disrupting the order of places like Asador or Obal or Valin, I have had little compunction in doing so. But if you have paid any attention to the stories that have come out about me, you will know that I do not kill innocents. I help those who need it. Sometimes that leads me into darkness, and sometimes it takes me places that I would rather not go, but I have done so willingly because I have the power to do so.”

      Carth looked away from Peter, noting the slashed wrists of the nearest body. “There are bad people in the world. There are a great number of bad people. Some of them have as much power as I do, or more. Who would fight them if I don’t?”

      “The law fights them,” Peter said quietly.

      Carth looked up. “If only that were the case. If all places had such a strict rule of law and no corruption, perhaps I would have faith that the law would protect those who cannot protect themselves, but I have not seen that in my experience. What I’ve seen is that there are many people who suffer, and in a great many cities, those in power do nothing.”

      “And you believe the Collector is responsible for this?” Peter gestured to the bodies.

      “She is.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      Carth sighed. “Because my friend—someone I care very dearly for—was killed in the same way.”

      “When?” Peter asked.

      Carth’s eyes narrowed. “Does it matter?”

      “It matters,” Peter said.

      “Several days ago.”

      “And you kept this to yourself?”

      “I’m afraid my experience in Keyall has not given me the greatest faith in its legal system.”

      “On the contrary, I would think that your experience in Keyall would give you great faith in the legal system. You’ve seen how little tolerance I have for those who seek to violate our laws.”

      “And if I had come to you as I did tonight and told you that the Collector was responsible but that I didn’t know who it was? What would you have done?”

      “And now you know who this person is—that’s why you brought it to me tonight?”

      “No. If I didn’t have great need, I probably wouldn’t have brought it to you.”

      And maybe these people wouldn’t have died, she realized.

      Linsay had likely killed them to make it seem as if Boiyn’s murder had been done by Jenna, trying to tie others into discord. It was the same way that she had played Tsatsun with Boiyn.

      Now that Carth understood that, would there be any way for her to counter it?

      “Then why do you need me?” Peter asked.

      Carth glanced at Alistan, who had been mostly silent since they had reached the tavern. Carth didn’t blame him. If he was nothing more than a merchant, regardless of how profitable he was, he might not have much experience with death. Carth had unfortunately seen her share of the dead and had killed more than she cared to remember.

      “The Collector searches for something in Keyall. That’s why she had me bring her here.”

      “You brought her here, and now you claim that you know what she’s after?”

      “I know what she’s after because she has asked me to acquire it for her.”

      “And what is that?” Peter asked.

      “Were you born in Keyall?”

      Even before he answered, Carth knew that Peter was from Keyall, even more so than many of the people she had met while here. It explained his innate ability to resist her magic, the connection he had that protected him from both the shadows and the flame, though it didn’t fully explain how he was able to use his cloak, the same sort of cloak that others she’d encountered in the city had, to protect himself.

      She regarded him for a moment, noting the darkness to his skin and the slight slope to his eyes, features that identified him as someone from Keyall.

      “I am from Keyall,” Peter said.

      “And do you worship the same god as your ancestors?”

      “Why are you asking?”

      “It’s not meant to be disrespectful. It’s simply a question.”

      “My people have worshiped the god that the city was founded on for generations.”

      “And if I used the phrase Elder Stone, how would you react?”

      His eyes twitched, narrowing the slightest amount. Had Carth not been watching him for his reaction, she wondered if she would have even noticed. A man like Peter would have been a skilled gamer, able to conceal his response much better than many men could do. That ability would have served him well.

      But he wasn’t able to conceal it entirely.

      “You’ve heard of it.”

      “And if I have?” His gaze darted toward Alistan, and Carth nodded.

      “Alistan has shared with me what he has discovered of the Elder Stone,” Carth said.

      “He will not find it.”

      “No. I suspect that, were he to have found it, he would have done so before now. But this other—the Collector—she could very well find the Elder Stone. And if she does, I guarantee that she will use it. I’ve met many people from Keyall, and I suspect all of them feel the same, that they want this artifact protected.”

      “Artifact? Is that what you would consider it to be?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know what else to call it. It’s an item that is believed to grant power. Would you have me believe otherwise?”

      “You know nothing about the people of Keyall. Your disregard for our customs makes that clear, much like Alistan has disregarded our customs, and this after he was granted permission to serve on the tribunal.” He turned and glared at Alistan. “I would have thought that you would have a different understanding now that you serve in a position of leadership. It is disappointing that you do not.”

      “I’ve made no secret of my interest in this item.”

      “No secret, and I imagine that your interest is what has drawn the Collector.”

      That was a possibility Carth hadn’t considered. What if Alistan’s interest and his pursuit of the Elder Stone, searching for information and lore about it, was what had drawn the Collector?

      When—and if—she ever managed to confront Linsay about it, she would have to ask.

      “Do I need to honor your customs in order to know that another would do them harm? Just because I value something different than you doesn’t make my values less than yours.”

      “But you’re in our land, not yours. You would come here and flaunt your power, demanding that we follow your customs while you ignore ours. Carthenne Rel, you are exactly what I feared you would be based on the rumors that have come of you.”

      Peter glanced down at the fallen bodies. “I will have other constables come and remove them, and we will investigate what happened here, but to me, it is clear what happened. Your friend,” he said, pulling out the knife from his pocket and flashing it toward Carth, “attacked these people. I don’t know quite why, but I will find out. The punishment for this is death.”

      “And yet you still aren’t willing to at least hear me out about the Collector.”

      “I’ve heard you, but the evidence is compelling. As is your disregard for everything in my city. I don’t know that I can hold you—you’ve proven that you are capable enough to escape from our custody—but that doesn’t mean I have to assist you. If you truly care about those who cannot help themselves, you would leave Keyall.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “I will ensure that my people search for you. We are not without capability of our own.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      He stared at her for a moment. “It is a statement of fact.”

      With that, he turned and left the tavern, leaving Carth with Alistan and the bodies.

      “That went about as well as I thought it might,” Carth said.

      “What do you intend to do?” Alistan asked.

      She had been forced into a difficult situation, just the way she suspected Linsay had intended. She could leave, but Jenna and Alayna would suffer. If she remained, she would be hunted by the constables, and it was possible that she would be attacked, possibly by men who could harm her.

      How was she going to get her friends to safety?

      “Do you have any books on Tsatsun in your library?”

      “You think of gaming at a time like this? You heard Peter. If you remain in Keyall, he intends to hunt for you. I’ve seen much of your magic, so I recognize how powerful you are, but there are limits to your power against so many.”

      “I don’t intend to fight Peter or any of his constables.”

      “Then why are you looking for books on Tsatsun?”

      “Because this is a game to Linsay.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she’s a master of Tsatsun, and to Tsatsun masters, everything is a game.” Because it had been to her, she didn’t add. Wasn’t that what her friends had complained to her about? And now they were caught in a game, and it was one they could not win.

      Alistan regarded her for a few moments and then looked down at the bodies around them. The color had leached out of his face, and Carth felt a little regret at the fact that she had doubted him. But then, he had given her no reason to believe him or to trust him.

      “I might have a few volumes,” he said.

      “Will you show them to me?”

      “If I do, will you involve me in your search for the Elder Stone?”

      Carth thought she could search without him, but having an ally would be helpful, even if he was someone whom she didn’t completely trust. At the same time, Carth didn’t think that Alistan would attempt to double-cross her. He truly seemed interested in discovering whether the Elder Stone was real and, if it was, learning more about it.

      “Tell me truthfully, Alistan. If you had found the Elder Stone, what would you have done with it?”

      “There’s not much that could be done with it.”

      “Why is that? I thought you would want it for money or for power. Are you trying to say that you would want neither?”

      “You don’t understand, Carth. All of the stories are quite clear that if the Elder Stones are taken from their land, they lose their efficacy. Even if I wanted to attempt to sell the Stone, I could not, not and have it be of any use.”

      “But you could sell access to it.”

      “Do you think that people like Peter or Durand would allow me to sell access to the Stone? How long do you think I would survive—and hold any authority—in Keyall if I were to do such a thing?”

      She stared at him. “You really only wanted it to study?”

      “To study? That’s not it at all. I wanted it because it would be proof.”

      Carth frowned. “Proof?”

      He nodded. “Proof the elders were real. That there are beings of great power that exist in the world, and that we have an explanation for people like yourself, those who are endowed with gifts that others of us cannot even fathom. That is why I want to find the Elder Stone.” He looked around the kitchen before his gaze settled again on Carth. “And yet to convince any from Keyall of that is impossible.”

      “You don’t think that your pursuit of wealth and power has anything to do with that?”

      He flushed slightly. “Perhaps it does.”

      Carth debated what she should do, but she had been watching Alistan as she spoke to him, searching for signs that he would be misleading her, and she saw none. He wasn’t that skilled at masking his emotions, certainly not as skilled as she had assumed when she’d first met him.

      In many ways, he was quite different than what she had assumed he would be—another lesson in caution for her, though after everything that she had been through, she shouldn’t need any more lessons like that.

      “I will include you in my search for the Elder Stone,” Carth said.

      A relieved smile crossed Alistan’s face and he nodded. His eyes narrowed as he turned away from her, and Carth had a fleeting fear.

      What if she was getting played by Alistan as well?

      What if Linsay wasn’t the only one who had managed to outmaneuver her?

      She pushed that thought away as she followed Alistan out of the tavern.
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      The stack of books next to Carth was impressive, but more impressive was the depth of game theory about Tsatsun that she had now collected. Many of the books she had read before, but not all. Several were slim volumes, but they were dense and had taken her a long time to work through, trying to understand some of the concepts presented.

      Carth had considered herself a master of Tsatsun, having felt that her capacity to think hundreds of moves in advance if necessary made her unique. She could tell that there had been others like her before, and they had documented their thought processes as they wrote books like these.

      The bottle of wine resting on the table near her was untouched. Carth didn’t want anything interfering with her thinking as she studied these books. So far, she had come across nothing that would help her confront Linsay, but she had learned new techniques that she had never even considered.

      She finished the book she was reading and leaned back, closing it and setting it off to the side. Alistan looked up from his seat beside her. He casually held a glass of wine.

      “Did you learn what you needed?” he asked. He had asked the same question with each book that she finished and seemed disappointed each time she shook her head.

      “I don’t know that it’s about learning what I need so much as it is trying to come up with different ways to think. Does that make sense?”

      “I have never had the mind for Tsatsun.”

      “How often have you played?” Carth asked.

      “Enough times to know that it is not the game for me. Choslt, on the other hand…”

      Carth frowned. “What is Choslt?”

      “It’s a game of skill with a touch of luck. It allows beginners to think they can gain an understanding, but in order to truly be a skilled player, one must understand the various maneuvers.” He stood and grabbed a book off the shelf, handing it to her. “When you are finished trying to master Tsatsun, this book should give you the basics of playing.”

      Carth flipped open the book and glanced at the first page, which showed a diagram of the game being set up. Carth smiled to herself. It was the strange triangular game that she’d seen played in one of the taverns. It was a game that had more luck than Alistan was giving it credit for and required not nearly as much skill as the type of games that Carth preferred.

      “I’ll take a look. Perhaps when this is all over, you and I could play.”

      Alistan smiled. “I will not take it easy on you. I am known as a skilled player of Choslt.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to take it easy on me. Just like I wouldn’t take it easy on you if we were to play a game of Tsatsun. You can’t learn to play if you don’t get challenged.”

      “Sometimes a challenge can be so much that players are discouraged from learning.”

      Carth had some experience with that. She had seen players who had started to learn Tsatsun and had become increasingly jaded at the complexity of the game, ultimately becoming so frustrated that they gave up any attempt at playing it.

      She leaned back, taking another book and starting through it. This one was older, and Carth had come to feel that some of the older works were more helpful to her as she tried to understand other ways of playing. Some of the older techniques were similar to what she played now, but they were often less mature. Because of that, Carth was able to see variations that she hadn’t identified before.

      It troubled her that she wished to have an actual game of Tsatsun with Linsay. How long had it been since she’d been challenged—truly challenged? Too long.

      And maybe that was the problem. Maybe she had been away from it for so long that she could no longer come back to such mastery, not without training like she had when she first had learned the game.

      Carth sighed and turned to another book, flipping through it quickly. When she finished the book, she glanced up, turning her attention to Alistan. She frowned at him. “What are you reading?”

      Alistan set his book down. “If we’re going to find the Elder Stone, I thought that it would be best to read up on the Elder of Keyall.”

      “Haven’t you spent many years doing just that?”

      He nodded. “I have, but I thought that I could revisit it. There might be something I’ve overlooked.”

      “What do you think you might have overlooked?”

      “That’s just it. I’ve spent so long studying the elders that it’s easy to forget that the stories from each land are slightly different. Those of Keyall are unique to their people, and they are likely the most important ones for us to understand where—and how—to find this source of power.”

      “This place is strange,” Carth said.

      “Strange?” Alistan asked.

      “It’s unique in the way that it has a particular resistance to magic.”

      “But not all magic. If you had abilities tied to one of the other elders, you would likely find that your magic was not restricted as it is now.”

      Would Alayna’s magic be limited? Carth hadn’t tested it, but her abilities came from a different source. And would her ability allow her to find the Elder Stone more easily? Even Jenna had some natural abilities which made her a skilled fighter, something that Carth had taken advantage of and honed during their training sessions.

      “All we need to do is find where the power of the Elder is the greatest and how that influences your ability, limiting it. When we can find that place, I think we will be close.”

      “What did you say?” Carth asked.

      Alistan only shrugged. “Only that it seems that if we can find the part of Keyall where you’re the most limited, we might be able to discover where the power of the Elder is concentrated. I suspect that’s where we will find the Elder Stone.”

      Could that be it?

      “I see that look on your face. The one you make when you’re using your magic. What is it?”

      “Only that I have been to a place like that.”

      He blinked. “You have? If you’ve reached it, then all we have to do is—”

      Carth shook her head. “No. All we have to do is attempt the impossible. If you’re right, and that place is where we would find the Elder Stone, then it is perfectly safe.”

      But was it? She had seen Talia going in and out of the caverns more than once. There had to be some reason for her to have gone to the cells. Could she have already have discovered that the pool at the heart of the interconnected tunnels beneath the city was a place of some sort of power?

      “There is no place that is perfectly safe, Carthenne Rel. I think that you of all people should know that.”

      “What I know is that I ended up there accidentally, and I escaped through luck. And I doubt that I can return without dying.”

      “Where is this place?”

      “Beneath the city. Far beneath the city, where the sea connects.”

      Alistan’s eyes widened slightly. He stood abruptly and hurried to one of his shelves, where he grabbed a few books and took a seat. He flipped through the pages, staring intently at them as he did, biting his lower lip in concentration. When he did that, he looked much less intimidating than when Carth had first met him. When he spoke of his scholarship, and really, the elders, he had an earnestness, almost a boyish quality to him.

      Despite herself, Carth found herself liking him. She hoped he didn’t betray her as well.

      “Look at this,” he said, pushing a book in front of her. Carth glanced at the page and noted that it was written in the common tongue. She skimmed the contents. It spoke of the connection to a great power and how the land and the sea had come together, a joining.

      “I’ve seen this passage before, but when I’ve noticed it in the past, I’ve always taken it differently. What if I’ve been wrong?”

      “What are you saying?” Carth asked.

      He jabbed a finger at the page and looked up at her. “This. Land and sea. Isn’t that what you described?”

      “I described my experience trying to survive the narrows beneath the city that tried to crush me.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not what I’m referring to. This.” He jabbed at the page again.

      “Explain it to me as if I’m completely ignorant,” she said. “Explain it to me as if you were teaching a child.”

      He looked up at her with a smile. “I doubt very much that there is anything childlike to your intellect. It’s just this. When I’ve seen comments about a joining of land and sea, it’s never struck me this way before. With what you describe, I wonder if perhaps there is more to this than what I have ever considered.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I’ve always assumed that the people of Keyall—the earliest people of Keyall, those who came here first—worshiped Bal, the Elder of the sea. What if there was not one Elder but two?”

      “You think that there is an Elder of the sea as well as an Elder of land that have come together?”

      “I don’t know, but with what you describe, such a thing is possible. Even probable. It would explain why there is such resistance to both of your Elder magics.”

      “Only if you believe that I have Elder magics,” Carth said.

      He looked at her as if she made no sense and shook his head. “Of course they are Elder magics. What else would they be?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know what else they would be. They’re a part of me, and they haven’t changed as I’ve traveled, not as you suggest they would for Elder magics.”

      “Yours wouldn’t. You were born to them, with them a part of you. But your offspring would not necessarily have the same connection. You have traveled widely, so any progeny you have would undoubtedly have a weakened connection to the Elder lands that you once called home.”

      She decided not to argue with him. What he said didn’t make complete sense and didn’t fit with her experience, but perhaps that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Alistan believed it, and wasn’t that the most important thing? Didn’t it matter that he believed in the power of the gods that he claimed?

      “Regardless of whether this is true or not,” Carth started, “I don’t think that the place that I accidentally discovered holds an Elder Stone. It’s nothing but water inside of a chamber.”

      “But this place limited your magic?”

      Carth thought back to how difficult it had been for her to use her magic. It had been taxing and had required every bit of strength that she could summon, and even that was barely enough for her to have escaped.

      “It limited my magic,” she said carefully.

      “Then maybe the Elder Stone is there, even if you didn’t see it.”

      She shrugged. It was possible, however unlikely—and however difficult it was for her to believe.

      “We need to go there,” Alistan said.

      “You don’t understand. It was nearly impossible for me to reach. I don’t think that I could make it there again, and certainly not with someone else.”

      “What if we had help?”

      “The people of Keyall have already proven that they are unwilling to help anyone who attempts to take their Elder Stone,” she said.

      “They have, but that was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before we had someone who knew how to find the Elder Stone,” Alistan said with a wide smile.
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      “She intends to take it,” Alistan said, looking at Durand.

      They found him in a storeroom deep beneath Alistan’s property, the same place Carth had first found Durand and the others. The room was warmer now than it had been, though maybe that was the lighting. A thick, plush rug covered the floor, and Carth noticed a few doors off this main area.

      Was this another bunker of sorts, or something else? She no longer thought that Alistan abused the people who worked for him, coercing them to do what he wanted, but what she didn’t know was whether he was otherwise kind to them.

      Yet Durand didn’t seem concerned by his presence, not at all bothered by the fact that Alistan had sought him out, or by the fact that he had appeared with Carth. That was telling.

      The other man merely frowned, crossing his arms over his chest, and stared at Alistan. “You have searched for years and have come up with nothing. Why should I believe that you have suddenly discovered this?”

      “Not me. Her.” Alistan nodded at Carth and flashed a broad smile. Carth didn’t like the idea of using Durand in this way. He had been helpful to her, and it felt as if she were manipulating him, using him in the same way that the Collector used people.

      “She hasn’t been here long enough to have discovered the blessing. Even if she had, she wouldn’t be able to reach it.”

      Carth took a deep breath. For her to get Jenna and Alayna and keep them from whatever terrible fate Linsay had in mind for them, she needed Durand’s help. That meant sharing what she knew.

      “There are a series of tunnels beneath the city. They start below the sea level and work their way up. At the center of them is a vast chamber.”

      Durand stared at her, saying nothing for long moments. “How is it that you know this?” he asked.

      “Because I visited there. I jumped into the sea and was pushed into one of these tunnels, and swam until I reached this chamber. I climbed from tunnel to tunnel until I was able to crawl my way back out.” Even describing what she had done was painful. More than anything, she didn’t want to return to that place, even if it was some seat of power, some place that the people of Keyall viewed as sacred and that the Collector—Linsay—intended to use.

      “There has to be another way in,” Alistan said. “That’s all we need from you. Help me find the way in so that I can understand what it is that exists there.”

      “If such a place exists, then it is not meant for you. It’s not meant for someone who wants only to steal power.”

      Carth nodded. “I felt the same way as you did about Alistan, but I don’t think he wants to steal power. I think all he wants is proof.”

      “Proof of what? A god’s presence? And what would that proof do? Would it make you more devoted? Would it make it so that you felt a greater connection to that god? Or would it make you think that you could acquire that same strength? How would you use such proof, Alistan Rhain?”

      Alistan stared at Durand for long moments. Carth had the sense that this was an old argument between them, and she doubted that anything Alistan might say would sway Durand. And she didn’t blame him. If this was a sacred place to them, a place of their gods, why would he?

      “The Collector searches for it,” Carth said.

      “If you’ve been there, then you know that it is incredibly difficult to reach. Only someone as gifted as you would even come close, and even then, I suspect it was almost more than you could manage.”

      That was true. Carth should have died reaching the cavern, and the mere idea of trying to reach that place again filled her with dread. But the people of Keyall worshiped that Elder as a god, which made it seem as if there were some way for them to reach that power, even if it was nothing more than a glimpse.

      “You don’t fear that someone else will reach your connection to this Elder?” Carth asked.

      “There is no way. What you fear is simply not possible, Carthenne Rel.” He turned to Alistan. “You have attempted to find this for many years. I think it is time that you abandon your search.”

      There was a hint of a threat to it, and Carth wondered what Durand might do if Alistan didn’t abandon his search, or if he—or Carth—attempted to reach the cavern.

      “I need to know, Durand.”

      “You don’t need to know. You want to know, and she has given you confirmation that this exists, even if you never find it for yourself. Isn’t that enough?”

      Under other circumstances, Carth knew that was a fair question. Couldn’t it be enough that Alistan simply knew that what he sought was real?

      But she had a sense from Alistan that he wanted more. He wanted to see it. And somehow, she had to parlay knowledge of that place into a way to rescue her friends. Carth wasn’t certain how to do that, not without risking Linsay gaining access to power she was not meant to have.

      More than ever, Carth was convinced that Linsay should not have it.

      “It’s there?” Alistan asked.

      Durand simply stared at him.

      “Please. Tell me whether it’s there or not. That’s all I want to know.”

      “And then what? What will you do next? What more will you need to know to satisfy your curiosity?”

      Alistan licked his lips. “I don’t know.”

      “You have more than most who ever settle in Keyall. You have been given power. You have created wealth. And you have been welcomed in a way that few others ever are. That should be enough for you.” Durand turned to Carth. “I don’t know how you managed to survive what you describe, but the fact that you describe it in such detail tells me that you’re not lying. For the sake of my people, do not betray this knowledge.”

      “And what of my people?” Carth asked.

      “Are the lives of a few greater than the needs and lives of all who live in Keyall?”

      It was a valid question, but one that Carth didn’t have a good answer to.

      Would she be willing to sacrifice Jenna and Alayna for the lives of everyone else in the city? Would revealing the presence—and likely location—of this place lead to the loss of their lives? She knew what would happen were Jenna and Alayna to stay with Linsay. Linsay had proven that she was willing to kill and that she was willing to sacrifice in order to get what she wanted.

      But Carth had already lost so much. She had lost Boiyn. She had lost so many others before him. She didn’t want to lose Jenna and Alayna as well.

      But, if she were honest with herself, it was more than that.

      She didn’t want to lose the game.

      “I have to save my friends,” she said.

      “Then find another way,” Durand said softly.
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      The ruins of the temple spread around her and light trickled through them, a mixture of the fading daylight and the shadows. The air was heavy with the scent of the sea, and there was a strange smell of age. The stone had an odor to it, one that Carth had slowly begun to appreciate, though she couldn’t decide if she found it unpleasant. It was a sharp, almost pungent odor that was more striking when the stone was cleaved.

      “Why did you return here?” Alistan asked.

      Carth stood in the middle of the ruins of the temple. “He’s right, you know.”

      “Who? Durand?”

      Carth nodded. “I need to find another way. I don’t know if there is another way, but if there is, I have to find it. I can’t continue doing what she wants of me. Her intent is for me to find the Elder Stone and trade that knowledge for my friends. She knows my tendencies and knows exactly what I would be tempted to do.”

      “We all have tendencies.”

      Carth glanced over at Alistan. He had been somber since leaving Durand, and she had the sense that he was disappointed. “Why do you need to see the Elder Stone to believe that it exists?” Carth asked. “You’ve seen evidence of it all around you, from the people and their natural abilities to the stone.” Carth sent a surge of flame and shadow exploding into the rock. It pushed it backward but did nothing else.

      “I should be content, shouldn’t I?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to tell you what you should or shouldn’t be. All I’m wondering is what will proof do if you have no intention of using it.”

      “It would do nothing.”

      “You intended to use the Elder Stone, didn’t you?”

      Alistan sighed. “Do you know how difficult it has been for me to have spent as much time as I have in Keyall and to see the power that everyone else possesses and be helpless compared to them?”

      “Unless you’re faced with someone like me, what benefit is there to the abilities that they have here?”

      “What benefit?” Alistan smiled. “It’s the kind of question that is unsurprising coming from someone who has power. Those who have it never seem to understand that those without would like to have even a taste.”

      Carth frowned at him. “Didn’t Durand remind you of your power? You have more power than most people in the city, despite the fact that you can’t resist my magic. You have had power that Durand and the others who serve in your household do not have. Would you trade that for their power, however mystical it may seem to you?”

      She studied him for a moment. She didn’t know Alistan that well but had seen him—and interacted with him—enough that she had a better sense of what motivated him. It was not only power. He had that and didn’t need her reminder of it to confirm it. Whatever he was after was something else.

      “Where was home for you before you came to Keyall, Alistan?”

      “Home was far from here.”

      “And why did you leave?”

      “There was nothing for me there. The place was dying and had I not left, I would have died with it. I had no choice but to leave.”

      Maybe it wasn’t the money or the wealth that motivated him, not as she had believed. “You could tell him. Or one of the others, but I think Durand would be the most receptive.”

      Alistan frowned, cocking his head to the side as he regarded her. “Tell him what?”

      She laughed softly. “All your searching has only set you apart from them, but you don’t see that. You thought that if you could find the Elder Stone here, you would be accepted by them, but it’s only driven you farther apart.”

      “I wanted to find the Elder Stone so that I could prove the existence of the Elders.”

      Carth shook her head. “That’s what you’ve told me, but I don’t think that’s what it is. You speak like a scholar, but you search like a man with faith. A man with faith does not need proof, despite the fact that you have had much proof of what you seek all around you. Everything has told you that the elders—at least as you believe in them—were real. Perhaps they still are real. Perhaps my magic is Elder magic, as you suggest. But that’s not why you search. You don’t search for proof of the elders. You search for proof that you could belong somewhere.”

      He watched her, saying nothing.

      “That’s why you should tell him. Durand seems welcoming, more than many men that I’ve met. I suspect that if you stop your endless pursuit of the Elder Stone and turn your focus to something else, they would be more willing to accept you. They have accepted you. You’re a part of the tribunal, which means that you’re a part of Keyall.”

      “But the Elder Stone—”

      Carth shook her head. “You don’t need the Elder Stone. You never have.”

      Alistan looked around him, his eyes skimming across the temple. “I would love to have seen the temple when it was first erected. I think of how difficult it must have been to create, the skill the artisans had with placing these stones together, stones that the masons of today can barely replicate. They had to have been blessed by the Elder in order to have created such majestic works.”

      Carth smiled to herself. More than ever, she was convinced that Alistan was more a man of faith than of scholarship. He created an air about him, an image, that did nothing other than separate him from the people he wanted so very much to be connected to.

      “I imagine it was quite impressive,” Carth said.

      Alistan breathed out, letting out a long sigh. “You can’t let her have that power. You can’t let her reach the Elder Stone.”

      If she didn’t, Carth would lose her friends, but if she did, what sacrifice would she be making on behalf of everyone else in Keyall? Weren’t they the kind of people she always claimed to help?

      Durand had suggested she find another way. How else could she get Linsay to release her friends? What move could she make that would entice Linsay enough to release them?

      How could she win this game?

      Alistan left her and wandered around the ruins. She wondered, had he spent time wandering the ruins reflecting, or had he actually been searching for some answer that he had not yet found?

      Was there anything that Carth could find that would help her understand a way to stop Linsay? Maybe there wasn’t anything in the ruins that would help. Maybe there was nothing for her other than more questions. Maybe the only answer was that it would take a sacrifice, and it would have to come from Alayna and Jenna.

      Yet Carth didn’t want to sacrifice her friends, and with her power, why should she have to? There had to be some way for her to do both.

      What move would allow that?

      She paused before a puddle of water. The sunlight reflected off it, making it glow softly. Carth swirled her finger through the water, tracing a pattern, and noticed how the glow never seemed to change.

      The glowing reminded her of what she’d seen in the space beneath the city when she’d been trapped in the chamber.

      Carth brought a moistened finger to her lips and found the water salty. This wasn’t simply accumulated rainwater. This was seawater that had been pushed to the surface—or perhaps the sea had so infused everything here that it was salty despite how far they were from the sea.

      She saw no pathway to success. Every move that she could envision making left her struggling with how she could best overwhelm Linsay.

      She stood and made her way from the temple. What would Linsay expect of her? How could Carth use that against her? And how could she find a way to win this game?

      Maybe it wasn’t possible to win. Maybe she was too far along in the game and needed to reset the game board.

      But how would she?

      What would it take for her to reset the board so that she could win?

      Everything came back to Linsay’s quest for this Elder Stone.

      Could she use that to reset the board? Was there anything there that would make a difference?

      It would be a move she didn’t want to make, which told her that it was probably the right one.
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      Wind whipped around her. Carth should have chosen a different day, but too much time had passed already since she’d last seen Jenna and Alayna. If she took too much time, she feared that Linsay might sacrifice them so that Carth would be forced to do what Linsay wanted. Already she feared that she had spent too much time debating what she needed to do.

      “Why here?” Alistan asked.

      They hid near the gear house, and the wind swirling around her fluttered her hair and whipped at her cloak. There was more wind today than was usual for Keyall, and the dark sky held thick clouds that threatened rain. It was fitting for an Elder who claimed water, Carth decided.

      “I need to draw her out.”

      “By bringing her to the very place where you claim the Elder Stone power can be found?”

      “I’m trying to reset the board,” Carth said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Have you ever played a game that isn’t going the way that you need it to go, and despite every effort you make to get back into the game, you can see that there is no way that you will find a winning play?”

      “There are many times when it becomes helpless. That’s the beauty of the game. You play and play, but eventually there is a winner and a loser.”

      “I’m determined not to be the loser this time.”

      “By starting over?”

      Carth looked out at the water. She could hear the waves crashing far below and imagined the froth that would be there. Would she be able to find the same tunnel that she had found before? Was it even something that she wanted to try?

      “I’ve already lost. This way, I’m choosing the pieces to go where I want them, ignoring the moves that she has made.”

      “Why here, then?”

      She had been trying to figure out what to do when the answer came to her. Alistan wasn’t the only one who was attempting to become a part of Keyall. Talia had done the same thing, though she had done it differently. She had been here many years and had already begun to develop some resistance to Carth’s magic, enough that it suggested that she had been here longer than she had claimed. And Carth thought she knew why.

      “Because I want to see all the pieces that are involved in this game.”

      “What if it’s not a game?” Alistan asked.

      “Everything is a game, if put into the right context, and especially to her.”

      They stood in the shadows. Carth made no effort to wrap them around herself, preferring to shield both herself and Alistan with the physical building rather than anything magical. If she was right, her magic wouldn’t work on Talia anyway.

      They waited for an hour, not much more than that, before Carth noted a figure making its way along the road toward the gear house. As they approached, she could make out Talia’s face.

      “That’s—” Alistan began, but Carth silenced him with a hand on his arm.

      “That is,” Carth whispered.

      Talia made short work of lowering herself onto the platform, the steady creak fading into the gusty wind that swirled around them. When she had disappeared, Carth stepped forward, bringing Alistan with her.

      “Where’s she going?” Alistan asked. “As far as I know, there are no prisoners here.”

      “No. If there were prisoners, the gear house would be secured.” It had been that way when she had been imprisoned here, and since then—since she had rescued her friends—she had seen no one in the gear house.

      She had known that Talia worked on behalf of Linsay, but there was something about the way that she had been helping Linsay that had troubled Carth for a while, long enough that she hadn’t managed to work out why until only recently.

      Talia was playing a different game.

      That was the only answer that Carth could come up with. It was the reason that she had struggled to figure out why Talia was helping Linsay, and why she was willing to harm people Carth was close to. Talia didn’t have the same dark anger that she had seen from Linsay, but she did feel a sense of obligation to her sister.

      “Then why here? Why would she have come to the cells?”

      “When you came to visit, you brought Talia with you.”

      Alistan shrugged. “Talia has been known as many things in Keyall. She was serving me at that time and she had a familiarity with the cells, so I suspected that she had served others on the tribunal and that was why she was able to escort me so easily to them.”

      “When I first met Talia, she was able to pierce the darkness that I shrouded myself with,” Carth said. “It’s much the same as those who are native to Keyall.”

      “Talia isn’t native to Keyall.”

      “No. She isn’t. Which raises the question as to how she has developed resistance to my magic.”

      “You think she has found the Elder Stone?”

      Carth looked down into the darkness. The platform hovered there, far enough below her that she thought she could jump and reach it, but would Talia realize that she was there?

      Maybe it wouldn’t matter. If she was right about what she had determined of Talia, then the other woman was not playing along with Linsay’s game, not nearly as well as the Collector had assumed. It was the first mistake that Carth had seen the Collector make.

      “I don’t know that she found the Elder Stone so much as she found a way to reach the same power that you’ve searched for.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Let’s go find out.”

      Alistan looked over the edge, his mouth pinched in a frown, and he nodded slowly.

      Carth took his arm and they jumped.

      Alistan gasped softly as they whistled through the air, so she silenced him by wrapping shadows around them. The platform loomed into view and Carth pushed against it, using the shadows to cushion their blow and muffle their landing.

      When they stopped, Alistan trembled softly. “That was not what I was expecting.”

      “I should have warned you. Now, we need to be quiet,” Carth whispered.

      He nodded. They made their way into the cavern. This was not one that had been used to hold Carth or her friends, and it was wide, much wider than either of those had been. The darkness was nearly complete, little light from the outside managing to make it very far past the cave entrance. Alistan gripped her sleeve tightly, as if fearful that were he to let go, Carth would abandon him here. If she did abandon him and return to the surface, it was possible that no one would ever know that he was here.

      Every so often, Carth paused to listen, focusing on the sounds of the cave. After a while, she noted the sound of soft footsteps shuffling near the back of the cave. There was another strange sound mixed with it, almost a splashing.

      Carth moved forward slowly and carefully. As she did, she saw a faint glowing that pierced the darkness, the first disturbance in the darkness that she had come across.

      She moved forward, each step careful and cushioned by her shadows. Talia might be able to see through her shadows, but would she be able to listen through them? Carth thought that less likely.

      When she reached the glowing, she realized that it was the back wall of the cave. A small pool of water took up one corner of the floor. It glowed softly, much like the pool that she’d seen up near the temple, and much like the water in the chamber far below.

      There was no sign of Talia.

      She looked over and saw a silhouetted form in the distance. If Talia reached the platform before they did, she would disappear, leaving them trapped.

      Carth stood and hurried forward, no longer mindful of muting the sound of her passing.

      “Talia!”

      The other woman froze and turned toward her. Carth hurried forward, wanting to reach her before she had a chance to try to disappear.

      “Why are you here? Are you still following me?” Talia asked.

      She reached Talia as the other woman stood outside the cave on the platform. All Talia would have to do would be to begin to raise the platform and she could disappear. Carth could jump after her, but she doubted that she would be able to pull Alistan with her, at least not very easily.

      “This time I’m following you. I wasn’t before.”

      “I don’t know where your friends are. You can take me, torture me if you think you need to, but I won’t be able to provide that answer. She keeps that even from me.”

      Was that bitterness in her voice? It seemed as if it might be, which lent credence to Carth’s suspicion.

      “You’ve been coming to these cells for a while, haven’t you?” she asked.

      “I was asked to understand the people of Keyall so that I could find the Elder Stone.”

      “You might not have found the Elder Stone, but you found something else, didn’t you? You found a source of power, and you’ve been using it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Talia said.

      Carth glanced behind her. Now that she knew where to look, she could make out the faint glowing pool in the distance. It was barely more than a twinkle against the darkness, so faint that she could miss it if she didn’t know it was there. Somehow, Talia had discovered it—and discovered that there was a connection to it that she could use.

      “It took me a while to realize that I was asking the wrong questions,” Carth said. “I should have wondered why you had the ability to see through the shadows sooner than I did.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “But you do. You haven’t told her, have you?” Had Carth ruined Talia’s secret? She had mentioned something when confronting Linsay, but maybe it hadn’t been enough to spoil Talia’s secret, and not enough to make Talia have to come up with an explanation as to how she had the abilities that she did.

      “What do you think I’m able to do?” Talia asked.

      “I think that you’ve acquired abilities in your time here. You haven’t been in Keyall long, certainly not long enough for them to consider you anything other than an outsider, and yet, despite that, you have begun to develop the same tendencies that they have, though in some ways, your connection to them seems even stronger than the others I’ve faced.”

      “It’s nothing more than an enhancement. I believe your friend was familiar with them?”

      The mention of Boiyn caused a surge of anger, though Carth tried to ignore it. That was the reaction that Talia wanted from her. She was attempting to play Carth, and Carth would refuse to be drawn into that. She knew better.

      “I’ve had enough experience with enhancements to know that what you’re experiencing is not an enhancement. You have something else. What you have is innate to you and doesn’t wear off. Yet you still come here,” Carth said, glancing back at the distant glowing along the edge of the wall. “Is that because you want to be even stronger with this ability?”

      “There’s something about the water,” Talia said.

      Alistan sucked in a sharp breath. “The water?”

      Carth glanced over at him. “Not all the water. There is certain water, and Talia has discovered that it springs from that same well that I described to you. That’s what’s giving her the strength that she has. That’s what’s giving the followers of Bal the power they have. Perhaps it is nothing more than an enhancement, but I don’t think that’s all there is to it.”

      Carth wished that she had Boiyn to ask, and missed him just as acutely now as she did when he had died. Without him, she couldn’t have the answers that she needed. She wouldn’t be able to understand whether there was anything more to the water.

      “How long would it take for the effects to work?” Carth asked. Enhancements worked quickly, and often with the first dose.

      “At first there was very little change. Nothing more than a slight shifting of the shadows so that I could see clearly through them.”

      “And now?”

      “Now it’s stronger. It has taken time to become that way, but the effect is much stronger than it had been before.”

      “And why haven’t you told Linsay?”

      “What makes you think that I haven’t?”

      “Because you’re sneaking here in the dark and in the night. If you had told your sister, she would have come with you and you would have shared with her what you’d learned. She wouldn’t need to hold Jenna and Alayna hostage and try to force me to show her where to find an Elder Stone.”

      “Are you so certain?” Talia asked.

      “No. I’m not certain about anything, but I am determined to save my friends and prevent your sister from stealing the secret of these people. She hasn’t earned the right to it.”

      Talia stared at her for a long minute, and then she switched her gaze to Alistan. “And what of him?” she asked with a nod. “He’s been searching for an Elder Stone for much longer than my sister.”

      At least now Carth knew that Linsay had not been chasing the Elder Stone before learning of Alistan’s interest. His scholarly intrigue had drawn her, and she had wanted to find—and likely use—the Elder Stone for a much different reason. Whereas Alistan wanted acceptance, Linsay would use the power of the Elder Stone for something else. Carth still didn’t know quite what that was, but maybe it didn’t matter.

      “He has, and the people of Keyall—those who matter—are fully aware of his interest and have made it clear that they will not tolerate him trying to find the Elder Stone.”

      “What does it matter? There aren’t many places like that. It took me nearly a year to find another, and eventually that will dry up.”

      Carth studied Talia. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe Linsay did know about Talia’s use of the pool. If Linsay knew that the water would eventually dry up, then she would want to know how to find the source.

      Which meant that she already knew there was a source.

      Carth should know that, as a master of Tsatsun, Linsay might be a step or more ahead of her. She should have planned better, anticipating that Linsay already knew everything that Carth had determined. It seemed as if every step was pushing Carth forward, as if everything that she learned was forcing her to do exactly what Linsay wanted.

      And what Carth wanted was to reset the board.

      “Where was the first one you found?”

      “In one of the cells. I thought to investigate them for Linsay and came across the strange water in one of the cells.”

      “How did you learn of its properties?”

      “Because I drank it.”

      “Even with the salt?”

      Talia shook her head. “It’s not salt. It’s whatever is in the stone that filters through. That’s what you’re tasting.”

      Could the stone have filtered out the salt from the water? Why the salt and not whatever it was that was glowing within it?

      Carth glanced over at Alistan. Unless it really was what he described and there was this connection between land and sea, two elders who had come together, fighting the effects of darkness and light.

      “And that one dried out?” Carth asked.

      “It was there for a few days before disappearing. I collected as much of the water as I could before it disappeared, but when it was gone…” Talia looked past Carth. “It has been a long time since I’ve seen another. I’ve found three, and this was the third. I haven’t been able to find any others.”

      “Why haven’t you shared this with your sister?”

      Carth hoped that Talia would provide more of an answer, but she didn’t. She simply glared.

      “I want to help my friends. And the people of Keyall deserve to keep this connection, whatever it is. There is power in it, but not as much as what I suspect your sister would like.”

      “I’m not sure why she wants the power. Probably the same reason that Alistan wants power.”

      It was a very specific power. If it gave resistance to Carth’s magic, she was the only one who would be in danger from it. The Reshian, the descendants from Ih who had a weakened connection to the shadows, would be endangered, but there weren’t many of the Reshian left, and those who remained had a lesser connection to the shadows compared to Carth. There were the A’ras and their connection to the flame magic, but even that seemed like a pretty focused interest. Could the A’ras have angered Linsay at some point?

      She had spent so much time trying to figure out what Linsay wanted and then how to acquire it that she hadn’t given much thought as to the why of what Linsay sought.

      And as she thought about it, it hit her.

      This was about destroying Carth. That was all this was about.
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      The Tsatsun board in front of Carth was half-played. It was her board, washed up on shore, a gift from Alistan. Carth still couldn’t believe it had survived mostly intact, with only a few missing chips. At least she had this much from the Spald.

      The move she made was intended to help her understand Linsay, though it was only the beginning of the game. Carth wasn’t sure whether to continue—or if it mattered. Alistan sat next to her in his library, remaining silent. A vial of the glowing water rested on the table next to him, untouched. Every so often he would pick up the vial and breathe in the smell. Though Carth smelled nothing, it seemed as if Alistan did, and he seemed pleased by it.

      Carth had assumed that Linsay was using her to find the Elder Stone and to acquire power, but that wasn’t it. This was more than about Tsatsun. This was a deliberate attempt to gain the power needed to defeat Carth.

      But why?

      Carth thought through what she knew about Linsay, but realized that it could be that nothing she knew was real. How much of what Linsay had shared with her was accurate? It could all have been an act, all part of a ploy to play her. And the more Carth thought about it, the more likely that seemed.

      Carth had made plenty of enemies since she had first left Nyaesh, angered enough different people that it was possible any of them could have asked Linsay to search for the means to destroy her. The most likely was for Linsay to be acting on behalf of the Hjan, though Carth wasn’t certain that was what this was. There was a truce—the accords—and though Carth knew that they would eventually fail and she would need to deal with it, she didn’t think that Danis and the Hjan were actively attempting to violate the truce. Not yet, at least.

      What if they were searching for a way to handle Carth first?

      They had attempted to counter her magic in other ways, and each attempt had failed. What if Linsay had been sent to find another way, one that did not rely upon controlling others or stealing power that was unreliable?

      Maybe it had nothing to do with the Hjan. if that were the case, Carth would be relieved. She had dealt with them enough and was tired of trying to come up with a new way to counter their attempts to destroy her. Maybe all Linsay wanted was power and she would stop at nothing to acquire it, even if that meant destroying Carth so that she could assume control over Carth’s network.

      That was even more reason to stop her.

      Playing the game as Linsay would be different when the goal of the game was not simply to win, but to destroy.

      Suddenly, removing Boiyn the way that she had made more sense. As did taking away the help of Jenna and Alayna. Carth had to think that both could already be dead. If that were the case, should she even be trying to come up with a way to stop Linsay?

      But she would have to. If she didn’t, Linsay would continue to pursue Carth, especially if her goal was to destroy her and less about acquiring power.

      “You seem troubled.”

      “I’ve been playing the wrong game,” Carth said.

      “And what would be the right game?”

      Carth stared at the pieces. Maybe it was time to stop attempting to think things through as a Tsatsun game. Maybe it was time to acknowledge that she couldn’t win a game in this way. Maybe it was time to acknowledge that with her friends gone, she needed to return to her place of strength and do whatever she could to keep the rest of the people she cared about safe before Linsay managed to do something that would harm them.

      “The right game would be not playing this game at all,” Carth said with a sigh. “The right game would be finding a way to help my friends, but I think they’re already gone.”

      “Why? What purpose would there be for her to have killed them? How could she get you to do what she wants if she does that?”

      Carth didn’t know what she could do to end this game, and the longer she stared at the game board, the less clear it was.

      She reset the pieces, doing what she had intended to do with Linsay, and she tried to see how the game would play out when she did that. Was there any way for her to work through what Linsay might attempt to do with her? Linsay wanted to destroy her, and Carth first needed to stop her and then she could find out why.

      “Does playing help you figure out what you need to be doing?” Alistan asked.

      “Playing helps calm my mind. When I move through things, I’m better able to get a sense for what I need to be doing.”

      “And have you gotten that sense?”

      Carth shook her head. “No.”

      If she was right, and what Linsay wanted was to destroy her, all she wanted was power first. It was possible that Linsay didn’t know that Carth was aware of her plans, and if that were the case, then maybe Carth could use that ignorance, though she wasn’t certain that there was ignorance. With what she’d seen of Linsay and her ability to anticipate, she wasn’t sure that ignorant was ever a fitting description.

      “I think I’m going to have to confront her,” Carth said, staring at the game board.

      “I thought that was what she wanted.”

      “What she wants is for me to bring her the Elder Stone, but if I can’t do that, then I need to attempt something else.”

      “What do you intend to do?”

      Carth shook her head, sighing to herself. What was she going to do? She didn’t know how she intended to stop Linsay or how she was going to get to her friends, but there had to be some way to draw Linsay out.

      “I think I need to do what I have avoided doing all along.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I need to return to the pool. And I need for Linsay to follow me.”

      But how? Carth wasn’t sure how she would draw Linsay to the pool.

      She fingered one of the Tsatsun pieces. As she did, the bottom shifted.

      That was unusual. Her pieces were incredibly expensive, and there shouldn’t have been any wobble to them.

      She examined the piece and noticed that there was a subtle change to it. The base had been separated from the rest of the piece. She unscrewed them and realize that there was a vial inside. One of Boiyn’s enhancements.

      Her eyes widened. She had thought that when the ship was destroyed, all the enhancements Boiyn had created for them had been lost. Could he have hidden some within her Tsatsun pieces?

      She looked at the other pieces. They were the same. Within each piece, there was a vial that contained one of Boiyn’s enhancements.

      A different idea began to come to mind, a move that Boiyn had made when playing Linsay. Would it work for her?

      A sacrifice. For this to work, a sacrifice would have to be made.

      She looked over at Alistan, wondering if it was a sacrifice that she even could make. Linsay had wanted her to be more ruthless, but Carth didn’t know that she could be. Yet she thought that she might be able to make a sacrifice, at least the kind that Boiyn had made. That would be how she survived.

      Carth had to try. It was the only thing that might be effective.
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      Carth stood on the edge of the platform, looking down at the water. It was midday, and though the wind gusted around her, there was a bright sun shining overhead, enough that she hoped she could see along the edge of the water so that she could tell where she was swimming.

      Froth churned below her, far too close for her comfort. Did she really intend to jump in? The last time she had tried this, she had nearly died. When they had come here before, she had considered jumping in, but the arrival of Talia had changed her mind. Now Carth relied upon the fact that Talia might appear. Carth would need her to draw out Linsay.

      “You want me to raise the platform when you’re gone?” Alistan asked.

      “Not only that, but you need to complete the task that I assigned for you.”

      “I don’t understand, but I will do as you ask.”

      “Thank you, Alistan. If this doesn’t work, if I don’t reappear, I want you to know that I appreciate your help. I misjudged you.”

      “I think I intended myself to be misjudged, Carth.”

      “Before you drink the water, speak to Durand. Work with the priests. Follow the channels that they have set for this.”

      “I will. Thank you,” he said.

      “When you reach the surface, avoid the constables.”

      “The constables?”

      Carth nodded. “It’s part of my move. Part of my sacrifice.”

      Carth took another look at Alistan, then combined shadows and flame together and exploded off the platform, diving out.

      Before she hit the water, Carth sucked in a breath, filling her lungs as deeply as she could. She plunged deep below the surface and swam toward Keyall as she had before, attempting to use an explosion of shadows and flame that would propel her onward. She drew the shadows out of the water, giving some clarity to it so that she could find her way along.

      As the water pushed against her, Carth fought, but not so much that she would move beyond where she intended to be. She knew that she needed to reach the tunnel, but where was the inlet?

      The effect of pulling the shadows away only cleared a little bit of the space in front of her. Water pushed on her, threatening to send her back into the rock and crush her. Carth had to push off, gliding forward on the strength of her connection to the shadows and flame, thankful that she had rested well before attempting this.

      And then she was pushed back.

      Carth didn’t fight it, not as she had the first time. She went through the opening and flipped around so that she could float through the tunnel, exploding herself deeper into it. This time, she didn’t attempt to fight her way out and she didn’t have to hold her breath nearly as long before she emerged into the chamber.

      The light glowing around her seemed even clearer than it had before. She crawled up to the ledge, taking deep breaths as she gathered her strength, not feeling nearly as weakened as she had before.

      Now she had to wait.

      She counted on the fact that Linsay would follow her and that the arrangements that she had made would create difficulty for Linsay. But stopping Linsay was only part of what she needed to accomplish. That was what Carth had struggled to realize. Even if she managed to overwhelm Linsay, there was still the matter of rescuing her friends. She couldn’t do that without another move.

      Would Talia respond as she expected?

      Knowing what she did of her, Carth thought that she might. Talia wanted knowledge. She wanted to understand the Elder Stone. And she wanted power of her own.

      That was the sacrifice.

      Carth had to be willing to allow Talia to have that kind of power, believing deep within her that Talia wouldn’t use it against her. Talia had lived in Keyall long enough that she understood the city, long enough that she had gained the respect of many of those within the city.

      That had to be enough.

      While waiting for Talia, Carth explored the pool. The water had a light of its own that seemed to come from deep within it. Now that she didn’t fear it as she had before, she tasted it, recognizing that it had some of the same pungency that she had noticed from the water near the temple.

      Would this water and its effect somehow impact her connection to the shadows or to S’al? Would it change her the same way that it had changed Talia?

      She swam around the pool, looking for other openings. If she were right, the opening that she had come through would not be the only one. It couldn’t be. There had to be other channels—other ways to reach this place—that the priests had access to.

      That was the move she counted on.

      As she swam, she hoped that her moves had been made in such a way that she would force Linsay to act, but she didn’t know what the other woman would do. Everything that she thought she knew about Linsay had been wrong. Everything had been an act.

      If Carth were right, Linsay would follow Carth here. She counted on the fact that Linsay wanted her to come here, wanted her to lead the way to what she thought was the Elder Stone. Whether or not it was didn’t matter. What mattered was what Linsay believed.

      If she followed, Carth’s subsequent moves would be successful.

      Waiting was the hardest part.

      The second part would be more difficult. Would Talia follow? For the other parts of her plan to work, she needed for Talia to follow.

      She crawled back up onto the ledge. How long was she willing to give before she abandoned the idea that the other woman would appear? How long would she stay here, thinking that Talia would try to find her here?

      There was a rustling in the water and Carth looked down to see a face appear below her. “Talia,” she said.

      Talia took a gasping breath of air as she studied Carth. “You’re not surprised to see me.”

      “No. I hoped that you would come.”

      “You wanted me to come here?” Talia asked.

      Carth nodded. “I knew that you could reach it. With your ability to pierce the shadows, I figured you would be able to see the tunnel through the darkness.”

      When she had realized that, she had understood how the priests would have gained access. If they used the same entrance, it made sense that they would be able to pierce the darkness that granted entry to this pool. What she still didn’t know was whether there was an easier way out.

      “Why?”

      “Do you know why Linsay wanted the power of this place?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t know. Is this the Elder Stone?”

      Carth looked around. “I don’t know if this is the Elder Stone or if the entire land here is the Elder Stone and this is a place where that power is concentrated. Whatever it is, this is a place of power. That much is indisputable, and you have come to appreciate that.”

      “She will find it. Now that you’ve shown me, she will find it.”

      “I need for her to find it,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “She wants to use the power of this place to destroy me.”

      “Why do you think she wants to destroy you?”

      “That’s what everything has been about. Every plan she has made. Every move she has attempted. Everything has been about attempting to destroy me. I thought it was all about winning a game, or gaining an item of power. It took me a while to realize that it was not. None of this has been about winning so much as it has been about ending me.”

      “She would gain nothing by ending you.”

      “No? She calls herself the Collector, accumulating power, and you think that she would have no reason to remove me? I’m a threat to her and what she intends.” Carth still didn’t know what that might be, but she was certain Linsay had intended to remove the threat—Carth herself.

      “Why did you have me come here?” Talia asked.

      Carth smiled. “Because it was my turn to remove a threat.”

      Talia’s eyed widened. “Me? I thought you protected the helpless.”

      Carth frowned. “Are you helpless? That hasn’t been my impression of you at all.”

      “You don’t understand her, then.”

      “I think I’m beginning to,” Carth said. “Maybe I don’t the way it is now, but if I’m right, your sister has been neutralized—for now.”

      “How?”

      “The constabulary is quite particular with how they interpret their laws. And your sister will have just violated one of them.”

      “What law?”

      “Other than killing those people at the inn where I’m staying? Now she’s attempted to wrest control of the platform to break into the cells.”

      “They wouldn’t do anything with that.”

      “Wouldn’t they? I’ve made certain there were a few compelling reasons that they do.”

      “Such as?”

      Carth smiled. “I intend to see Linsay gets justice for what she did to those people. She will be discovered with a pair of knives matching the one used on the others who died in the kitchen.”

      “How?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe not, but you still won’t have your friends back. Was your revenge worth that?”

      “It’s worth it to me to have stopped her. This way, she won’t be able to harm anyone else.” And if Durand and the others had done as Carth asked, the knives would be a match. Would it work?

      Carth hoped so. Even if it didn’t, she would have time. That was what she needed.

      “She’ll escape. You know that she will.”

      “Not from there. Not easily. Unless you help her.”

      “I—”

      “You don’t have to be afraid of your sister or what she might do. I have offered my help and protection, and I still extend that offer. It is your choice.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “That is your choice. I won’t stop you. I will, however, make certain that you don’t help her.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I’m going to find out where she’s holding my friends. And then I intend to get them free.”

      “All of this for your friends?”

      “All of this.”

      “Will it work?”

      “Only if you tell me where I can find them.” This was the part that Carth was less certain of. She thought that she could draw Linsay out, especially with the promise of having found the Elder Stone, but getting to her friends would require the help of someone else—someone with knowledge of where Linsay might have kept them. She hadn’t known whether Talia would help, but she had hoped that sharing the knowledge of this place might coax her into helping. It was a risk, but when playing a game like this, there was no choice but to take risks.

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then two more people will die.” Carth looked over at the water. “I don’t know you, Talia, but I’ve seen your reaction when others have suffered. You’re not a killer, and I think Linsay’s actions have begun to bother you. You already had a taste of the power granted by this place, so it was only a matter of time before you were able to reach for more of this power and maybe find it on your own.” She took a deep breath. “I took a risk and shared this with you. I’m asking you to take a similar risk.”

      Talia looked around before turning her focus back to Carth. “There’s a place where she might have brought them. It will be difficult for you to reach. It’s… it’s a place she made certain was well-defended when you arrived.”

      “How well-defended?”

      “There are mercenaries she’s hired. They have trained and they have stolen from the priests.”

      “Which means they will be dressed in ways that will allow them to resist my magic.”

      Talia nodded.

      Carth smiled. “Good.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she won’t think that I can get to them. When I come to her having succeeded, I think she will be displeased.”

      “I think displeased isn’t quite a strong enough word for her reaction.”

      “Even better.”

      “I still don’t understand you, Carthenne Rel. After everything that she did to you, the ways that she has manipulated you, the ways that I have manipulated you, you’re still willing to work with me?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell your sister all along. She thought that she knew me, but she missed the crucial part of what I did. I help those who can’t help themselves. I’ve been given incredible power. For so long, I didn’t know what that meant, and it took me a long time to realize what I needed to do with that power and how I was meant to use it.”

      “I’m not helpless. Why are you willing to help me?”

      Carth smiled at Talia. “You might not think that you’re helpless, but when it comes to Linsay, I could see that you were. That’s why you struggled to get free from her, but it’s also why you held back the knowledge that you did. Had you not needed my help, you would have shared with her everything that you discovered.”

      Talia stared at her. “What now? Do we just swim from here?”

      Carth smiled. “If only it were that easy. Unfortunately, you’re not going to like what needs to come next.”
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      Night had settled, the kind of still and quiet night that Carth often waited for, wanting it to conceal her movements. It took little effort on nights like this to cloak herself in the shadows, barely more than a thought, and she settled into the shadows, not worried about how unnatural they might look. On nights like this, there were no unnatural shadows.

      She motioned to Talia to stay by her side. Her gaze flickered around everything, taking it all in, but she said nothing. So far, it seemed as if her plan to contain Linsay had worked. Now for the next, possibly harder part: rescuing her friends from whatever Linsay had planned.

      “I can take those three,” Talia said, indicating the guards lining the inside of the Collector’s gate. “Maybe those two.” She indicated another pair of soldiers.

      That left plenty for Carth. Maybe too many.

      Did they have enough numbers?

      She ran through different scenarios in her head, playing them out as if they were nothing more than a game of Tsatsun. It was possible that they did, but success depended on the element of surprise. That was a piece she counted on controlling. Without that, she didn’t think that she would be able to sneak in and then back out of the Collector’s compound, not if she counted on keeping everyone with her safe.

      A signal came from the back of the compound. Alistan called them forward.

      She glanced over at Talia. “Do it,” she whispered.

      Talia slipped forward, unsheathing her knives in a fluid movement. She had skill with them that had surprised Carth the first time they had met. It still did.

      Carth watched for a moment while Talia cut through the first three guards before they were aware of her presence. Watching her fight was a dance, a thing of beauty, and Carth had to pull her gaze away.

      She jumped, drawing on the power of the shadows as she did, and it carried her over the wall and into the Collector’s compound.

      She paused a moment to look around. The grounds were well decorated, the shrubbery sculpted and statues set along a path leading to a squat house. She didn’t risk pausing too long, not certain how well the men could see through her shadows, and tore through the garden.

      When she encountered the first man, she slammed the back of her sword into his neck and he crumpled without a sound. Men might need to die tonight, but she would not take any more than necessary.

      Carth hurried to the next, and this man seemed prepared. He turned toward her, a pair of long-bladed knives in hand, and he flourished them with skill that told her of his familiarity with the weapons. Rather than attacking, Carth chose a different strategy and surged heat through the knives.

      He cried out and released his grip, dropping the knives.

      Carth darted forward, catching him on the temple with a sharp blow.

      When she turned, there were three men waiting for her.

      The last man must have drawn out the others, calling their attention. Each man faced her with a sharp weapon. A fourth man appeared in the shadows, someone she had almost overlooked.

      She noticed a crossbow aimed at her belly.

      Carth jumped as the crossbow bolt whistled through the air. She spun toward the man, kicking as she landed, and he went sprawling. A knife appeared from a hidden sheath and he slashed at her, cutting her across the arm.

      Carth swore. She wouldn’t make it into the compound if she was injured. Already, reaching the compound was a challenge that she wasn’t certain they were equipped to take on. She didn’t like being this unprepared when she faced challenges like this, but there didn’t seem to be much choice, especially as their time was running out.

      Directing a hint of the S’al through her injured arm, she healed herself and realized that the blade had been poisoned.

      Carth swung with her sword, slicing at the man’s arm. He screamed when her blade cut through his flesh and bone, severing his arm.

      She kicked away the crossbow. It wouldn’t do for him to try to grab it while her back was to her, though she doubted he would last long without his arm.

      When she turned back to the others, she realized that Talia had already taken care of them. All three lay dying, sword wounds through their bellies or their chest. Carth noted the dark expression that flashed across Talia’s face.

      “There are probably another dozen still here,” Carth said.

      Talia nodded.

      They hurried off into the darkness, searching the Collector’s grounds. It was essential that they remove all threats before entering the building. If they didn’t, they risked somebody coming behind them and surprising them. Worse, they risked not being able to get back out if they were successful.

      Not if. Carth was determined to see them succeed. No matter what it took, they would succeed.

      She found two men waiting at the end of the path, though their focus was directed toward the rear of the compound. Talia dispatched them quickly, not allowing them a chance to realize they’d been ambushed.

      They moved along the paths, staying hidden in the shadows, though Carth didn’t draw upon them nearly as much as she had in previous battles. She remained connected to the shadows but used the connection mostly to increase her strength and her speed. So far, they hadn’t encountered anyone who was able to overcome her advantage.

      She motioned to Talia. “I think we’re—”

      Two men jumped from an unseen location, landing in front of them. Both were muscular and dressed entirely in black, and both wielded curved swords that they slashed toward Carth. They moved silently, focusing on her, though not entirely ignoring Talia. They positioned themselves in such a way that she couldn’t approach easily.

      Carth pulled on the shadows and wrapped them around the nearest of the men. She wasn’t surprised when the shadows dissipated, the connection failing as if a fog burned off.

      Were they from Keyall, or was it an enhancement?

      There was no time to consider. She parried with her sword, blocking the nearest man. He sneaked toward her, slicing up before changing the direction of his attack at the last moment.

      He was good. Both were good.

      They moved completely silently. They even seemed to have control of their breathing, so that Carth didn’t hear so much as a huff from them. These were sword masters unlike any she had faced before.

      She caught a flash of dark skin from beneath one of the men’s clothing. He had an olive complexion, and she thought she understood. Linsay had found skilled sellswords. They might even rival those of Neeland.

      Talia attempted to join Carth, but one of the men peeled off, focusing his attack on her, leaving Carth facing only one. Carth had trained with sword masters, some with incredible skill. The A’ras believed themselves to be the world’s greatest sword masters, but Carth had learned that wasn’t entirely true. There were men like her friend Timothy, a sellsword who had spent considerable time with Carth and had revealed that there were other men like him, men with skill that rivaled that of the A’ras.

      Even one of these men put them to shame.

      Had Carth not had her connection to the shadows, she would have been quickly overwhelmed.

      She was skilled with the sword and had dedicated significant time to practicing so that if she were to lose her connection to her abilities, as had happened more often then she cared to admit, she wouldn’t be helpless. With this man, she had to use every bit of her ability and was forced to pull upon it in a way that would allow her to simply keep standing.

      How many men like this had the Collector hired?

      And she had thought that she had the element of surprise.

      She should have known better. Linsay had learned enough about her to make it clear that she would be a formidable opponent. She would have known that Carth was a skilled swordsman, especially as she knew Carth had trained with the A’ras. She had known how to counter Carth’s connection to shadows and the flame, neutralizing them by coming here.

      But these men seemed simply skilled. From what Carth could tell, there was nothing supernatural or magical about their ability. That had to give her an advantage, didn’t it?

      She parried another blow, twisting her sword so that she drove the curved blade of her opponent down, where it stuck into the earth.

      Carth kicked, but the man grabbed her leg and she spun, twisting so that she could get herself free. His grip was strong—possibly enhanced, though she wasn’t certain—and she couldn’t get her leg free. He spun her around and released her.

      Carth went flying across the grounds, sailing over one of the shrubs. She rolled when she landed, having lost her sword somewhere between the man capturing her leg and throwing her.

      She jumped, landing where she had been, and found Talia kneeling, one of the men with his sword sweeping toward her.

      Carth poured out her connection to the S’al.

      She wanted only to drive him back, but the force of her magic exploded into him. She wasn’t surprised to see that he was immune to it, but he couldn’t resist the explosion that struck him, sending him spinning away.

      The other man swung toward her and Carth pressed the shadows through her, filling herself with them. Her skin darkened.

      She paused only a moment. That was something she had never seen happen when using the shadows before.

      And then the man’s sword slammed into her hands.

      Filled with the power of the shadows, the sword hit her flesh with a soft thud but did not penetrate. She grabbed the blade and yanked it free, spinning before the man could react, slamming the hilt into his face. She spun up, driving her fist under his chin. With the shadows flowing through her, the force of her punch sent him spinning, spiraling toward the other man.

      Carth let out a quiet sigh and reached for Talia, helping her to her feet.

      Talia eyed the sword Carth held by the blade. “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s a useful skill, isn’t it? If you can make yourself impervious to attack…”

      “Do you know where she hired them from?” Carth asked.

      “She has extensive contacts. I don’t think they came through the port.”

      Neither did Carth. If they had, they would have been discovered long before now.

      Carth looked toward the back of the compound. They had to get inside, find her friends, and get out.

      She sprinted into the compound. There was no movement inside. It was as if everyone had come out to face Carth.

      Inside, she found Alayna first.

      “Are you hurt?” Carth asked in a hushed voice.

      “Carth?”

      “It’s me. I’m here.”

      “How? What happened?”

      “Linsay.”

      “I know about Linsay. How is it that you reached us? She made it clear that you couldn’t.”

      “I had help.” She looked around. “Can you fight?”

      “I don’t know,” Alayna said. “She didn’t hurt us, but…”

      Carth helped Alayna to her feet. “Where’s Jenna?”

      “She kept us separated. I think she was trying to manipulate us. She wasn’t able to get through to me, but Jenna might be different.”

      Carth swore under her breath. Jenna would be different, and Linsay would know it. Especially given what Jenna had been through and the way that she had been attacked here in Keyall, she would have been more likely to be persuaded.

      She raced through the house, searching for Jenna. She found her behind a locked door and drew upon the shadows before kicking it in.

      Jenna was inside. She had a haunted look to her eyes, but when she saw Carth, she ran over to her and threw her arms around her. “You found us.”

      “I was always going to find you.”

      “She… she killed Boiyn, didn’t she?”

      Carth’s jaw clenched and she nodded. “She killed Boiyn. And now we are going to ensure that she doesn’t harm anyone else again.”

      “She said she had something for you if you came for us.”

      “I’ve already taken out all of the guards. What more is there?”

      She guided Jenna and Alayna out of the compound, where Talia joined them.

      The other two women glared at her, but Carth held her hands out, placating them. “We need to work together. Talia is helping. She was harmed by Linsay the same as you were.”

      “It doesn’t look like she was harmed same way that we were.”

      “No,” Carth said. “Her torment has been over years. Now, let’s get out of here.”

      As she said it, three men appeared in front of her.

      Where had they come from?

      She darted forward, pulling on the shadows and flame to explode in front of them, sending them tumbling backward. She danced forward, slamming her knife into their chests, not giving them the opportunity to attack.

      Where had they come from? They seemed as if they had dropped from the sky. Could that be Linsay’s promise of something extra?

      Carth looked up, surveying the dark night. There was nothing there that would explain how the men could have jumped from the sky or how they could have simply appeared out of nowhere. They couldn’t have jumped from the compound, either. There hadn’t been anyone else within the building. If there had been, Carth would have seen them when rescuing Jenna and Alayna.

      There was nothing above her that would explain where they would have come from. All she saw was darkness.

      “Do you see anything there?” she asked Talia.

      “Other than the strange cloud floating above us?”

      Carth didn’t see the cloud. Even when she pulled on the shadows, she didn’t see what Talia did. That was the power of her ability.

      She slipped her hand into the pouch and grabbed one of the vials Boiyn had hidden for her. If there was ever a time to use it, it was now. After she drank it, she waited, counting to sixty before it began to take effect and everything around her started to lighten.

      Looking up at the sky now revealed a different scene. There was the strange cloud, only it wasn’t a cloud at all. “What is that?” she asked.

      Talia stood at her shoulder, staring up. “It reminds me of something the children in my city would play with, though they were much smaller.”

      “And what is that?”

      “A balloon. It is filled with heated air and it rises into the sky…”

      “Great Watcher!” Alayna said.

      As they watched, a dozen men fell from the sky, each dressed in the same dark robes as the other men.

      “At least we know how they surprised us,” Jenna said.

      Carth looked around at her friends. A dozen would be more than they could overcome. She had barely survived two, could they overcome twelve such fighters?

      As she played out the odds, she decided that the likelihood seemed impossible.
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      “You should go,” she said to the others.

      They responded about as Carth had expected them to, which was in outrage.

      “We all go or none of us will go,” Alayna said.

      Carth looked over at Jenna, surrounded by the darkness and the thick shrubbery of the compound’s grounds. The hauntedness to her eyes was fitting. “Then we all go.”

      “I think it’s too late,” Talia said.

      With the words, Carth realized she was right. The swordsmen landed near them, surrounding each of the four of them. With their dark clothing, they blended into the night, even with Carth’s connection to the shadows and her enhancement. The strangeness around them, the way that they seemed to bend the light around them, was the only way that Carth was able to know that they were there.

      Two fell before they moved. Knives protruded from their chests.

      Talia retrieved the knives, spinning to prepare for another attack.

      Carth slipped another vial of the enhancement from her pocket and quickly downed it.

      If she was going to face men with fighting ability that exceeded her own, she would take every advantage. When it came to fighting for her life, there was no such thing as cheating.

      It was Boiyn’s last legacy.

      As she attacked, she counted in her head, waiting for the elixir to take effect.

      She battled three, pulling them away from the others. That would leave seven for the other three to face. Six, she realized as another fell, a knife through him.

      Maybe they were better prepared than she had realized.

      Carth didn’t want to risk taking too long. She surged the shadows, the same as she had before. As had happened the last time, darkness enveloped her arms, extending through her, and she used that to strike at the nearest man. She still held the curved sword she had claimed from the other fallen swordsman, and as she attacked, she sent the shadows along the blade, thinking to strengthen it along with herself.

      The swordsmen took up positions around her, flanking her on each side.

      They danced from place to place, a connection between them allowing them to seem to know where the others would be. As they fought, they forced Carth back, and soon she was fighting with a shrub behind her.

      Carth combined shadows and flame and exploded it outward.

      The effect was not as successful this time as it had been before. The men were somehow able to allow the explosion to wash over them, ignoring the effect of her magic.

      Carth jumped, spinning in the air as she did and landing with her sword swinging around in a sharp arc. The blade was well-balanced, and she managed to push the men back.

      But she didn’t strike any of them.

      Carth feared for her friends. How would they be faring against swordsmen like these?

      It was possible they were doing as well as Carth, especially as they had their enhancements, though she feared for their safety, considering the numbers were not on their side.

      What other enhancements had Boiyn crafted for her?

      There was one that made her faster. Could she use that now?

      There would be consequences. He had warned that taking it would leave her feeling weakened, that she could only borrow from her existing stores, which ran the risk of leaving her in no shape to handle another attack, but if it got her through this, then it might be worth it.

      She grabbed her bag and pulled out the elixir. Doing so required her to continue to spin around the other swordsmen, moving away so that they didn’t attack her, and when she finally managed to get the elixir, she quickly drank it.

      The count started in her head, the same as it had before.

      She reached sixty, but still there had been no change.

      It was one thing to be able to use the shadows to strengthen herself and make her impenetrable, but if she didn’t have the numbers—or the speed—it mattered very little.

      One of the men kicked her, sending her flying backward.

      Carth gasped for air. She rolled and came to her feet more rapidly than she had expected. She spun around and realized the enhancement had taken hold.

      Carth ran at the nearest swordsman.

      He couldn’t bring his sword up in time and Carth slashed at him, catching him across his belly. She spun, turning to the next, catching him across the legs, and then to the last man, slamming her fist into his forehead and driving him backward. Enhanced with the shadows and with the elixir, she nearly caved his head in.

      Carth turned, looking to see what had happened to her friends. The others were still battling. Five of the swordsmen remained.

      Carth ran at them. She didn’t know how long the enhancement would last—especially as she drew upon her own magic, which could weaken it—and wanted to take advantage of it as long she could.

      She streaked toward them.

      She collided with the first swordsman, sending him flying backward. She spun on the next, bringing her sword across his thighs. By the time she reached the third man, the elixir was already wearing off. Everything seemed to slow. Her strength seemed to wane.

      She barely managed to block an attack.

      Had she made a mistake? Or should she have attacked faster?

      A wave of weakness washed over her and she pulled on the shadows, tearing them for strength.

      Slowly—far too slowly for her liking—she felt the shadows lend her strength. She deflected the attack but didn’t have enough to oppose this man for long. He was skilled, as skilled as each of the other swordsmen had been, and she was forced back.

      Her feet tangled.

      Carth fell. She spun the blade around as she did and managed to catch him across the arm. The sword bit into his flesh but barely seemed to slow him.

      His sword streaked toward her face. Carth rolled, using everything that she could to generate the strength needed to move herself out of the way, and barely managed.

      She looked up, trying to push the shadows through her but failing. The man swung his sword toward her again, and then it halted. Blood blossomed around a wound in his chest, a blade protruding from it.

      Alayna leaned forward and helped her to her feet. “That was interesting,” she said.

      Carth steadied her breathing. “I don’t know that interesting would be the way I would put it.”

      “An enhancement?” Alayna asked.

      “I didn’t think I had much of a choice. I was outnumbered and needed whatever advantage I could have.”

      “How?”

      “It was something Boiyn left for me,” Carth said.

      She released her connection to the shadows into the flame. It would take time for her strength to recover, but it would recover.

      They started away from the compound. Carth didn’t know where to go. Where would be safe? The only place that came to mind was Alistan Rhain’s home, but would he help her again?

      They made their way through the streets and Carth kept the shadows swirled around them, attempting to conceal them. It would do nothing to obscure the night from Talia, but it did make it more difficult for Jenna and Alayna to navigate. Carth guided them, and when they reached Alistan’s home, she gathered the shadows and jumped, bringing her two friends with her.

      At the door, she hesitated before knocking.

      She raised her hand but the door opened even before she had a chance to knock. Durand greeted her.

      “Is it done?”

      Carth nodded. “I rescued my friends. Did your people do their part?”

      Durand nodded. “They did. She is captured.”

      Carth allowed herself a moment to breathe out, finally relaxing. Could she finally have stopped Linsay? All it took was losing a friend—two friends—and attempting to play a very different game than she ever had before. And for what? For revenge on Carth? Or was there something more?

      Now that Linsay had been neutralized, she would have time to understand. The only problem was that she wasn’t sure that she could understand. Linsay—the Collector—was playing a different game than she ever did. It was one that was more ruthless than any she ever played, and for a while, she had feared that she would have to be equally ruthless.

      “Carth?” Alayna asked.

      She released the shadows and looked over at her friend. Alayna’s green eyes seemed darker and Carth wondered what she Saw when she looked at her. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. And you shouldn’t be. Not after what we’ve gone through.”

      Carth sighed. “I want to be. I think I will in time.”

      “What now?”

      “Now I think it’s time for us to return.”

      “What about Linsay?”

      “That’s something I still have to deal with,” Carth said.

      She hadn’t decided what she would do, and she wasn’t sure what the constables would even allow her to do. Hopefully, they would keep Linsay, but she wondered if they could do so indefinitely. If they couldn’t, Carth would have to take a more active role—or make a more definitive action.

      Carth shook her head. No. She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t become as ruthless as Linsay had proven to be. She wouldn’t become the Collector.

      She was Carth. And that was enough.
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      Carth entered the cave slowly and carefully, practically feeling Peter’s eyes on her back. He had allowed her to remain free—for now—though she wasn’t sure how long he would continue to leave her so. That was more than she had expected, especially when she had agreed to subject herself to his discipline. And she’d meant it.

      There was no light near the back of the cavern, though as she went, she realized that she didn’t need it. Even without casting aside the shadows, she managed to push them back.

      Or did she?

      Had something happened to her through the fact that she had entered the chamber twice? Had she been influenced by that power?

      “You’re so careful,” Linsay said as she approached. She sat near the back of the cave, staring intently at Carth. Her eyes wore a deep anger and she had a hard set to her jaw that suggested that she was determined to find a way to escape. Carth wouldn’t put it past her to succeed—and if she did, Carth would be ready, prepared to counter. Hopefully she would have enough of a warning if it came to that.

      “I’m careful because I need to be.”

      “I’m impressed that you managed to place me here. It was a move I wasn’t expecting.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Boiyn.” When Linsay frowned at her, Carth stepped closer. She didn’t fear Linsay would attack. She wasn’t a fighter but a strategist. That was where Carth had the advantage. She was both. “When he beat you, it was his move that I thought of. A willing sacrifice that would potentially grant you more power… or take it from you.”

      “Talia?”

      Carth nodded.

      “She won’t help you for long. She will make certain that I get free. When I do—”

      “You might get free, but I doubt that Talia will be the reason. You’ve harmed her long enough.”

      “Harmed? She’s my sister.”

      “So were Jenna and Alayna.”

      Linsay smiled. “Yes. And now that I’m here, they will suffer a painful death. Are you prepared for that? I know how much you care about all your poor helpless girls.” Linsay sneered at her. “So helpless, much like myself. That’s why you just had to do what you could to save me. I am so very thankful that I had someone like you who was willing to come and rescue me. What would I have done?”

      “You won’t hurt them.”

      “Like I didn’t hurt Boiyn? Like I didn’t hurt those in the kitchen? It’s a shame that Jenna was supposed to take the blame for them, and now she’ll be nothing more than another victim.”

      “No. She won’t.”

      “There’s nothing you can do to find them. I won’t share how to find them, and without me—”

      “Talia shared what she knew.”

      Linsay paused only a moment. “Good luck reaching them. I have a few surprises for you when you try.”

      “I’ve already reached them. They’re safe.”

      “Even you wouldn’t be able to reach them.”

      “No? That’s where I think you’ve made another mistake, Linsay. You underestimate my ability to fight. And you think that I would have hesitated to use the enhancements that Boiyn had left for me.”

      Linsay watched her as if trying to determine whether Carth was telling the truth or not, before smiling widely. “I made certain there were no enhancements remaining.”

      Carth leaned toward her, flashing a wide smile. “And Boiyn beat you again.”

      She stared at Carth before asking, “How?”

      “The Tsatsun pieces. He had placed vials within them.” Carth still didn’t know why, or when he had decided that he would need to, but when she had seen it, she had known Boiyn had anticipated something happening. Why hadn’t he stopped her? Why had he been a willing sacrifice?

      Had he become so skilled with Tsatsun that he realized what would happen that far in advance? Not having him was such a loss.

      “Even with enhancements, you wouldn’t have survived what I had in place.”

      “The balloon?” Carth smiled when Linsay froze, her expression saying everything. “I admit I was surprised by it, and it took a little effort to stop them, but we survived.”

      “We?”

      Carth smiled. “By the time your mysterious package appeared, I had already rescued Jenna and Alayna. Combined with my other helper…”

      “Talia,” Linsay said softly.

      “Talia,” Carth agreed.

      “So you’ve won. That’s what you’ve come here to tell me.”

      “I don’t know that this was a victory.” Carth took a deep breath, searching for the necessary words. “Why? Why did you want to destroy me so badly that you were willing to sacrifice so many innocents?”

      “No one is innocent, Carthenne Rel. Especially you.”

      Carth waited, hoping that Linsay would say something more, but she didn’t. “The constabulary has decided to hold you here until the tribunal reaches a decision. I have it on good authority that the tribunal will vote to keep you here indefinitely.”

      “They won’t be able to keep me here indefinitely.”

      “No. Probably not. Which is why I have offered to hold you myself.”

      Linsay snorted. “After everything we’ve been through, you actually believe that you can hold me?”

      “I think the better question is whether I can do so without killing you.” She let the words hang for a moment. “Or whether Alayna or Jenna will exact their revenge.” Carth leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I doubt the tribunal will agree to release you into my custody, but if they do, I promise that you will not find it pleasant.”

      “Do you think I found any of the time I spent with you pleasant?”

      “More than you care to admit. You will regret what you did to Boiyn, if you don’t already. And you will suffer for it one way or another.”

      Carth stood and started away.

      “Carth,” Linsay said.

      Carth paused and looked at Linsay.

      “Understand this. I will get out of here. And I will destroy you.”

      Carth shook her head. “You’ve already failed. You just don’t see the moves yet.”
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      Carthenne Rel, shadow born and blessed with a connection to the flame of S’al, raced along the rooftop, keeping her head down as she scurried from building to building. With each jump, she pressed off with her connection to the shadows, letting that carry her to the next building. She flew through the air, coming to land in a roll before racing off once more.

      There was a certain freedom to this. She enjoyed the quiet of the night, when only she and a few others who were willing to brave the darkness and the potential for danger were out. It was exhilarating, and she felt as free as she had since coming to Keyall.

      On the street below, she managed to see the shadowed form of the figure she’d been chasing. She considered dropping to the street and chasing the figure from there, but that might alert others that she was here. Carth wasn’t quite ready to reveal her presence.

      The figure passed by the remains of a temple, long ago having fallen, the ruins splayed across the ground, but it wasn’t uncommon for the people who still worshiped that god to come to the temple remains and visit. Services were still held, and the ancient god was celebrated with the belief that he would grant protection to his followers. Carth had seen that he did grant that power.

      The figure turned a corner, disappearing from view.

      Carth scanned the street, looking for signs of movement and finding none. She gathered the shadows and leaped, clearing the street and landing on the opposite roof. From there, she hurried forward, reaching the street where the figure had disappeared.

      When she paused, she saw that two others had joined the first. These were larger, and their dark cloaks were designed to melt away the shadows and prevent her magic from being effective. She had faced men like them before and knew of an alternative way to stop them, but these weren’t the priests of Keyall. She didn’t know what they were, other than the fact that they shouldn’t be here with those cloaks.

      They neared a busier section of the city, and Carth noted the sounds drifting out of a series of taverns lining the street here. All three ducked into a tavern by the name of The Wet Wailer, a place that wasn’t nearly as reputable as some. It was the kind of place that Carth often found herself visiting.

      She waited for a moment and then dropped to the street. She pushed back the hood of her cloak and hurried in, surveying everything around her.

      A musician strummed near the back of the tavern, and his baritone voice carried, a comfortable sound, singing a song that sounded mournful more than anything else. She looked for evidence of the three people she’d followed and saw nothing. There was no one dressed in a dark cloak like the man she’d followed—or woman, she decided. There were no others with the dark cloaks that would melt away the shadows. There was nothing.

      Had they known they were followed? Carth had been careful, but she had discovered that in Keyall, there were plenty of people who were capable of ignoring her magic and discovering her presence regardless of whatever precautions she might take. If they had known she was on the rooftop following them, it was possible that they had come through here simply as a way to escape attention.

      Carth glanced around the tavern once more before crossing through it. There would be an inn above, but heading there would only isolate them, and she doubted that they had risked going there. Maybe there was a second entrance on the other side of the kitchen.

      She paused near the door to the kitchen, pulsing through her connection to the flame, searching for evidence of them. There was none.

      She pushed open the door and nodded to the two kitchen staff, who regarded her with suspicion, quickly looking for any evidence of the three who would have come through here. Seeing none, Carth let the door close and turned away.

      How had she lost them inside the tavern when she had been able to follow them across the roof?

      She left the tavern and looked along the street, seeing nothing moving that would give her any insight as to where they would have gone.

      They had to be there, but finding them wasn’t as easy as it should be. Carth kept her connection to the shadows as she moved, but just an edge of it. If she pulled too strongly, she would draw unnecessary attention from those who were able to detect such things. Normally, she wouldn’t be as concerned about detection, but in Keyall, people were capable of detecting her ability and when she used the shadows. She didn’t want to risk revealing anything unnecessarily.

      She turned a corner and felt movement behind her.

      Carth spun.

      That movement saved her life. A sword whistled toward her.

      Carth slipped around to the side, and something struck her in the back. She staggered forward, struggling to keep her breath and maintain her footing.

      Carth exploded outward with shadows and flame, combining the two magics in a dangerous combination. There was a burst of light, and she saw three people. Likely the same three she had been following.

      Carth unsheathed, readying her sword. She wasn’t opposed to using it if necessary but didn’t want to kill anyone, especially not in Keyall, where the constables would hold her accountable. She had been lucky so far with the constables but had drawn their ire enough times that she knew to be cautious, especially when it came to potentially needing to fight in ways that could kill.

      She blocked the nearest blade, ducking beneath the attack and pushing up with the shadows through the blade.

      Something struck her again in the back, and Carth resisted the urge to spin, knowing that she needed to keep her focus during the fight, especially one where she wasn’t able to see her attackers quite as well as she was accustomed to.

      She backed up carefully, positioning herself so that the nearest building was behind her. She would use the building to protect her and keep her attacker from getting to her.

      A sword whistled toward her, and Carth blocked it, forcing the blade away from her.

      She twisted, blocking another attack.

      Somehow, these attackers were able to prevent her from seeing them clearly. She wasn’t certain how they managed to do that, but she needed to either end the fight or escape so that she could fight again later.

      Carth focused on the combination of her magic and exploded it at the nearest person. They went flying back, giving Carth a brief reprieve as she attacked again, this time slamming a combination of power at the next person. She slipped off to the side, trying to survey the attackers.

      How many still stood?

      Carth had the feeling that she only faced one person now. If there were more, they would have pressed the attack. That they didn’t revealed their limitations.

      She pulsed her magic, sending another exploding blast through it, which she directed toward the one person she still could detect.

      No one seemed to move. Carth approached the nearest of the fallen and found him still breathing. He had dark skin and short hair. Considering Keyall’s location and the fact that it was a busy port—at least, the traffic in the port had returned now that she had stopped the Collector—the man could have come from anywhere. There was nothing else about him that told her where he might be from.

      She confiscated the black cloak. If nothing else, she could use it to mask herself.

      She paused before the second man and found nothing on him either. She took his cloak too.

      The third man was the one she had followed. He was dressed entirely in the same fabric that comprised the cloak, and it shielded him in ways the cloak didn’t even accomplish. He had lighter skin, but the same close-cropped curly hair as the other two.

      Carth debated what to do with them before tearing off strips from their clothing and binding their wrists and ankles. She would alert the constables. She had taken enough flak for not following the proper channels in Keyall that she would not be accused of doing it again. She would follow the process they asked of her.

      Carth whistled softly and waited.

      She didn’t have to wait long. Jenna dropped from a nearby rooftop, two knives clutched in her hands. She glanced at the men before looking up to Carth. Her dark eyes still had an edge of hollowness to them, a residual effect of an elixir that Boiyn had once made for her.

      “You didn’t whistle because you needed help,” Jenna said.

      “I should have whistled sooner,” Carth said.

      Jenna would have come, and she would have been useful in the fight, but it had happened so quickly that Carth hadn’t the chance to call her friends for help. If she had, she wasn’t sure that Jenna was the ideal person to assist. She still struggled, especially after everything that had happened to her.

      “What did you need, then?”

      “I wanted to alert the constables,” Carth said.

      “You don’t need me for that, either.”

      Carth breathed out sighed. “No. I suppose I don’t. I still thought I would ask your help with this matter.”

      Jenna narrowed her brow. “My help and not hers?”

      Carth wished there were a way for her to help Jenna not to be so angry with Talia, but maybe there wasn’t. Considering what they had been through, maybe there couldn’t be a way. Talia had betrayed them, and though she might have started to make amends, not everyone was as forgiving as Carth.

      “Not hers,” Carth said. “I would rather work with you.”

      That seemed to pacify Jenna, and she nodded. “Only three?”

      “These three were a little more challenging than the typical attackers.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “They were prepared for me. They jumped me.”

      Jenna started to smile. “They jumped you?”

      “I was following him,” she said, nodding to the third man, the one who still had the dark clothing, “when these other two joined him. They entered a tavern and I followed, but I didn’t find anything. When I tracked them back outside…” She shrugged. “They jumped me before I had a chance to get to them.”

      Jenna crouched before the man Carth had been following. “We’ve seen others dressed like this,” she said.

      “In Keyall. Yes. Most of them are servants of the priests, but not all.”

      Jenna shook her head, fingering the fabric. “That’s not it. We’ve seen others like this somewhere else.” She looked up and bit her lip as she thought. “I can’t remember where it was, but I know this fabric.”

      Carth didn’t want to argue with her and tell her that it was unlikely that they had faced anyone dressed like that. If they had, Carth would have remembered. Fighting someone with that amount of resistance to her abilities was distinctive.

      “If you come up with it, let me know.”

      Jenna nodded. “I can take them to the constables for you,” she offered.

      Carth flashed a smile. Having Jenna’s help was good, especially for something as mundane as this. Not only did it help her feel useful, but it was helpful for Carth. It kept her from needing to manage everything, especially tasks as straightforward as this would be. The men were bound and posed little threat now.

      “What do you intend to do?” Jenna asked.

      “I—”

      A soft whistle carried through the night and Carth looked up with a frown. It was a signal, one that only those who worked with Carth would use. There was nothing particularly notable about the whistle other than the duration. There was a specific count to it that alerted others of the person’s need.

      Jenna waved at her. “Go.”

      “Thank you,” Carth said.

      She jumped, exploding with shadows and her connection to S’al, and it carried her to the nearest rooftop. Carth raced along the roofs, heading in the direction of the whistle. As she ran, the sound came again, another alert. It was closer.

      By the time it came a third time, Carth had reached it and dropped back to the ground. She stood at the edge of the city, the plateau here leading to a ledge that would be an abrupt drop-off down to the water. The waves crashed far below, the sound steady and rhythmic, almost calming despite the violence that was stored within the water. A handful of lights glowed in the buildings along the street, though few would be open, especially at this time of night.

      Carth found Talia waiting near the rock, looking out over the sea.

      “Talia?” Carth asked.

      “It took you longer than I was expecting,” Talia said.

      Carth snorted. “I was in the middle of something.”

      Talia frowned. She had dark hair and an olive complexion, with pale blue eyes that were striking. “What would you have been in the middle of?”

      Carth let out a frustrated sigh. “One of Alistan’s ships was broken into. He asked me to look into it, and I followed a man through the city. A couple others joined him, and…”

      “And what?” Talia asked.

      “And they were more capable than I was expecting. They are neutralized now.”

      “Neutralized as in dead?”

      Carth shook her head. “Not dead. I know better than to make that mistake in Keyall. The constables would be quite angry if I killed anyone in their city.”

      “I think when it comes to you, they would be especially angry.”

      That was probably true. Peter had allowed her to remain free, but she sensed his irritation in it. Carth had broken out of her cell, and in his mind, had committed other crimes that warranted punishment. What did it matter that she had managed to capture—and obtain a confession from—someone as dangerous as the Collector?

      “I didn’t want to risk it. I think I’ve had enough close encounters that I didn’t want any others,” Carth said. She looked around but could see no reason for Talia to have whistled. “Did you whistle as a test? You know that I have agreed to work with you.”

      “And you have been working with me. I appreciate that. This, though, was not a test.”

      “Then what is it? I don’t see anything that you would have needed to call me for.”

      “That’s just the problem.”

      Carth looked out over the sea, noting the direction of Talia’s gaze. She stared at the darkness, as if searching for something that was out there. What could she see? She had used the power of Keyall, and it had granted her a resistance to darkness, a way to peer through the shadows, so that she didn’t even struggle when Carth used her full magic. Could she see as clearly as if there were a light? Could she see the water easily?

      “Why is that a problem?”

      “Because there is nothing to see.”

      “You’re not making sense, Talia.”

      Talia turned away from the water, and Carth could see the worry on her face. “There is nothing, because she’s gone.”

      “She’s gone?”

      Talia nodded. “Somehow, my sister is gone. The Collector has escaped.”
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      The inside of the cave was nearly a perfect black, especially at this time of night. Carth pulsed through her hand, sending a burning connection to her S’al so that she could cast a little light, enough for her to see more easily in the cave. Unsurprisingly, it was empty.

      It was not supposed to be empty. This had been Linsay’s cell, and she had been provided food once a day, and at least twice a week Carth had stopped in, checking to ensure that the cell would hold. During the last few sessions, Carth had attempted to engage Linsay in a game of Tsatsun, but the other woman had been unwilling to play.

      “How did she manage to escape?” Carth asked.

      Talia shook her head. “She shouldn’t have been able to. There were only brief visits, and the constables ensured that the men were rotated so that she couldn’t begin to develop a rapport with any of them.”

      That had been Carth’s suggestion. Linsay could be convincing, especially when she attempted to coerce others into believing that she had been wronged. Carth had nearly fallen for it herself, and had feared that her friends would have been convinced.

      “She couldn’t survive a jump. She didn’t have any extraordinary powers that would have allowed her to do that,” Carth said.

      “It appears that she managed to cling to the bottom of the platform,” Peter said. He stood near the entrance, as if unwilling to make it too deep into the cave, though with his heritage and beliefs, Carth suspected he was able to peer into the darkness the same way that Talia now could.

      “Your constables wouldn’t have watched for this?” Carth asked.

      “We cycled them as suggested,” he said, and his tone indicated that he didn’t think that had been necessary. “But not all of them would have equal skill. It seems as if this man simply overlooked his assignment. He was uncomfortable bringing food to the Collector, especially as stories about her have begun to spread throughout Keyall.”

      Carth had heard those stories. Many were true, especially those that dealt with her ruthlessness, touching on the fact that Talia had been willing to attack so openly and had sacrificed several people in pursuit of Carth.

      “We knew that she was likely going to escape eventually,” Carth said. She had hoped to have more time to prepare, and the fact that Linsay had managed to escape already was troubling, but it wasn’t the same devastating outcome that it could have been.

      “We knew it?” Peter asked.

      “I mean, no offense, Constable. It’s just that this is a woman who has planned as well as she has for as long as she has. She always was going to find some way to escape. That’s the reason I offered to hold her in my custody.”

      “I remember.”

      “You weren’t willing to leave her with me.”

      “I don’t believe that you have established the reputation of someone who could be trusted with person so difficult to contain.”

      “I can’t be trusted?” Carth said, laughing softly.

      “You escaped from the cells without following the proper lawful process,” he told her.

      “The very fact that I managed to escape the cells was the reason I suggested that I be the one responsible for her. If nothing else, I had intended to take her away from Keyall so that your people wouldn’t be in danger.”

      “And why should they be in danger?” Peter asked.

      Carth frowned a moment before deciding that it was a valid question. Linsay didn’t want to hurt everyone in Keyall. She wanted only to capture Carth and hurt her. That was why she had been willing to do what she had.

      “Perhaps you’re right.”

      Peter frowned. “You’re accepting responsibility for this?”

      Carth shook her head as she approached the entrance to the cave. They were high enough that none of the spray from the sea could reach them, but close enough to the water that she could hear it as a steady roar. Carth had jumped into that water—twice—and had survived, but it was not something that she would do willingly again.

      “I’m not accepting responsibility for anything. I am agreeing with you that she is unlikely to pose a danger to many in Keyall, especially if all she wants is to capture me.”

      “Then it’s agreed.”

      “What is agreed?”

      “You will leave Keyall.”

      “Is that really what you want?”

      Peter stared at her. They had never fully gotten along, and mostly that was a result of the fact that Carth had managed to escape his custody. Peter considered it a failing on his part, rather than viewing it as a necessity on the part of Carth. She had done what she had thought was needed to get out so that she could help her friends, and despite the fact that she had escaped, she still hadn’t helped Boiyn.

      “What I want is to maintain order in Keyall. If the Collector intends to pursue you again, order will fail in my city. The best way that I can see of ensuring that it does not suffer is to ask you to depart.”

      “And if I leave and she stays, who will protect you then?”

      “You’ve said that she has no abilities?” He glanced to Talia, who nodded. “Good. Without any abilities, she should pose no real threat to me or the rest of my people.”

      “I think you’re underestimating her.” After everything they had experienced with Linsay, it was surprising that anyone would underestimate her, especially someone like Peter who had seen what she was capable of doing. But she understood his desire for Carth to leave the city. In his mind, she was responsible for what had happened here, and all the violence that had erupted since she had first appeared. Not only had she broken free from the cells—which most of the constables had believed were inescapable—but she had freed her friends.

      “I’m not underestimating her. I’m doing what you have instructed others to do. Haven’t you said that we need to think the way that she would think? If she has escaped, logic would dictate that she would go after the person who placed her in that predicament. I believe that she holds some significant grudge against you?”

      Carth nodded. “She does,” she said.

      “And you don’t think it likely that she would pursue you to exact her revenge?”

      It was a reasonable conclusion, but not a guarantee. Carth would have been much happier were she to know with certainty that Linsay would follow her. She would have no problem leaving Keyall, especially if it meant that no others would suffer.

      For that matter, she had been willing to leave Keyall before. She had intended to depart, taking Linsay with her, but only when she had thought that she would have Linsay rather than trying to draw Linsay away.

      “She will need a better reason to follow than only me,” Carth said, turning and looking back at Talia. Talia’s eyes widened as understanding settled into her.

      “You would trust me enough to bring me with you?” Talia asked.

      “I trust you,” Carth said. “My friends, on the other hand, aren’t quite convinced. It will take time, but they have experience with reestablishing lost trust.”

      “If we draw her out and capture her,” Talia began, “what will you do with her?”

      “I could have killed her long ago,” Carth said.

      She felt Peter’s burning gaze on her and ignored it. She spoke the truth. She could have killed Linsay any of the times that she had come here. She could have poisoned her food or found any number of ways to end her. Most of them would have been viewed as an accident, and Carth wouldn’t have felt any remorse in doing so.

      “I’ve chosen to leave her alive. I don’t know that she can be rehabilitated, but I’m willing to at least work with her and see what more I can learn.”

      If nothing else, Carth wanted to know why Linsay was so motivated to destroy her. What had Carth done that had drawn her anger—and inspired her elaborate plan to gain revenge? Had Linsay really wanted to, she could have killed Carth at any point along their travels, though Carth suspected that doing so would have made it difficult for her to escape. Jenna and Alayna would have come after her, so perhaps Linsay’s plan had been to get set up in a way that would allow her to manipulate and maneuver without drawing the risk of capture.

      “I’ll help,” Talia said. “If it means that you are able to stop her from hurting others, I will help.”

      “It might force you to confront your sister.”

      Talia had so far avoided doing so, and had made no effort to visit with Linsay since they had captured her. Carth wasn’t sure whether it was fear of Linsay or whether there was an element of regret. Either would explain why she hadn’t gone to visit Linsay since her capture.

      “I’m not afraid of her,” Talia said.

      “It’s understandable if you are. She has done horrible things, and she has forced you to make decisions that are equally horrible. No one would fault you for being afraid of her, especially after everything she has done.”

      Talia sighed. “It’s not fear. Not exactly. I worry that she will say something that will…” Talia squeezed her eyes shut and looked away.

      “You worry that she might force you to betray me?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time she was able to coerce me in such a way. When I first left for Keyall, I tried to avoid doing her bidding, and that lasted for only a short while before she managed to draw me back in. What happens if she does it again? What happens if she makes me betray you, and those that you care about?”

      “The fact that you’re concerned about it tells me that it’s unlikely.”

      “You don’t know her,” Talia said.

      “Help me know her.”

      Talia stared for a moment before she nodded slowly. “What do you need?”

      Carth turned to Peter. “I will depart Keyall, but there will be a condition.”

      “You’re going to place a condition on me?”

      “Only because I know what it will take to draw her away.” She wasn’t certain whether drawing her away was even enough. It was possible that Linsay would know what Carth was after. She would have been better served trying to draw her away before, but now that Linsay had escaped, Carth would need something worthwhile to pull Linsay. Otherwise, she ran the risk of Linsay attempting to stay in Keyall and pull Carth back. It would do no good to get into a pushing match where each of them tried to draw the other.

      “What is it that you would need?”

      “The first thing I’ll need is a ship.”

      “You’ll have to get your own ship. I can’t help you with that.”

      Carth hadn’t been certain but had hoped that perhaps Peter would have been willing to assist with it. Alistan might be willing to help, but she wasn’t sure whether he had a ship to spare, and if he did, what would he require from her? Would he demand that she include him? She wasn’t necessarily opposed to including Alistan, especially as he had become increasingly helpful the longer she had been chasing after Linsay, but he wasn’t a fighter, and with what they were likely going to need to do, she would need people who were capable of handling themselves.

      “Not a ship, then. There is something else that I’ll need from you.”

      “What is that?”

      “I need you to spread the word that I have acquired the Elder Stone.”

      When Peter frowned, Carth only shrugged. “It’s the only way that I can be certain she’ll follow me.”

      “She only wanted the Elder Stone to hurt you,” Talia said.

      “She’ll chase me because I will tell her that I intend to use the stone.”

      She needed to try and see if she could pull Linsay back out. If she could draw her away, Carth thought that she could capture her. And then? She wasn’t sure what she would do next once she captured Linsay. All she knew was that she couldn’t allow the Collector to remain free.

      “Will you do it?”

      Peter watched her for a moment before nodding slowly. “I’ll spread the rumor, but you should know that it will not only be the Collector after you. If word of that gets out, there will be others who will seek power, regardless of whether it provides what they think it does.”

      It was a good point, and one Carth hadn’t fully considered. It was possible that she would draw the wrong kind of attention and that other artifact hunters would come after her, and attack. Was Carth ready for it?

      What choice did she have?

      “As long as the Collector comes, I think it’s worth it.”

      Peter studied her. “When you go, please don’t return, Carthenne Rel.”

      “If I promise not to return, will you make certain to send news of anything unusual to me?”

      “What sort of unusual news do you hope to hear?”

      Carth thought about what she needed, and whether or not Peter would be able to provide updates on the Hjan. That was what she really wanted to know. But could she tell Peter that without revealing more of her reasoning?

      “The kind of unusual news that might require my involvement,” she said.

      It was sufficiently vague that she wasn’t sure whether Peter would tell her or not, but without her having the opportunity to establish any sort of network here, it was what she would need. She might need his help.

      “If there is anything that I hear that we could use your assistance with,” Peter began, his tone making it clear that he did not think such a situation would arise, “I will send word to you. How, though, do you expect to have me communicate with you?”

      “Asador. There are people there who can make sure that I get word.”

      Peter nodded. “I can’t say that it will be unfortunate to see you leave, Carthenne Rel.”

      Carth sighed. “I only hope you still feel that way when everything is over.”

      She had some fear that Peter might regret the fact that he wasn’t willing to work better with Carth, but that was his choice, and she wouldn’t begrudge him that.

      “You don’t think that I will feel the same?”

      Carth met his gaze. “I worry that, when all is said and done, you will find that your decision is less desirable than you thought.”
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      The ship was impressive. It was long and sleek and had a hull designed for speed, much like the Goth Spald had once had. A figurehead carved in the shape of a sneering woman jutted out in front of the prow. It was an amazing carving, and Carth wondered if there was a message behind this ship and Alistan finding it for her.

      “Will this suffice?” he asked.

      Carth glanced over to him. He wore a finely cut jacket with stripes of color along the sleeves and pants that matched, but the cut of his clothing was out of place for the docks. The docks consisted of mostly fishermen, though there were merchants who traveled through here, more now than had been in Keyall in quite some time. Almost all of the fishermen were male, a fact that was not unique to Keyall. There were only a few places with predominantly female fishermen, and none in these southern parts of the world.

      A short sword was sheathed at his side, more for decoration than anything else, but fit the docks better. At least with the sword, he gave the appearance that he could defend himself were it necessary. Men who worked on the docks could be dangerous, and though Alistan was not a fighter, she suspected he could at least take care of himself were it to come to it.

      “This will suffice. Thank you, Alistan,” she said.

      “I wish that I could accompany you.” His dark eyes scanned the horizon; she had once thought them angry, but now she understood that they were insightful.

      Carth had not refused to allow him to travel with her, but Alistan had not asked. She was thankful for that, as she would have had to ask him to remain in Keyall. She trusted him more than she trusted Peter and the constables sharing information with her.

      “You’re needed here,” she said. “The tribunal—”

      Alistan offered a partial smile. “The tribunal does not need me. I think it’s more that I need the tribunal.”

      “I think you need them less than you realize,” Carth said. “They’re lucky to have you serving.” She meant it, much more than she had thought that she would. Alistan had become an ally. It was because of him that she had helped capture Linsay in the first place.

      “What will you do if you find her?” he asked.

      Carth glanced over to Talia, who stood on the deck of the ship, the wind catching her hair. She looked out at the sea, making an effort not to glance back and see Jenna watching her with a clouded expression. Alayna worked quickly, running the lines and getting the ship ready. It would be unfamiliar to all of them, which meant that there would be some growing pains, but Alayna and Jenna had sailed extensively with her, so Carth didn’t doubt their ability to come together as needed.

      “Her sister has asked the same question.”

      “Probably for different reasons,” Alistan said.

      “I don’t intend to kill her, but…”

      “But?”

      “I won’t resist if it’s necessary. If she harms someone I care about again, I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure that they’re safe and that she’s stopped.”

      Alistan frowned, and even in that he was thoughtful. “Why are you doing this? What is it about the Collector that makes you feel compelled to go after her?”

      “There’s something she’s after,” Carth said. “It’s more than simply destroying me, though that might be part of it. I need to know what she wants.”

      “Why is that important?”

      “She came here seeking information about the Elder Stone. If all she wanted was to kill me, she could have attempted that many times during our journey.”

      “I thought you’d come to the conclusion that she was after you?”

      “I had, but I’m not so sure anymore.” That troubled her. Were that it—and Carth suspected that was at least a part of what Linsay had wanted—she could have killed Carth many times long before reaching Keyall. Whatever else she’d said and claimed, she’d believed that Carth was the key to reaching the Elder Stone.

      “Be safe,” Alistan said.

      “It almost sounds as if you’re concerned for my well-being,” she said.

      He leaned forward and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Don’t tell anyone.” He leaned back with a smile. “You’ll return?”

      Carth’s gaze drifted to the top of the cliff and the city high overhead. “I promised Peter that I wouldn’t, but…”

      Alistan grinned. “You promised him, but you will owe me for this ship.”

      “You don’t trust that I’m good for it?”

      He arched a brow at her. “I didn’t become the kind of man that I am by trusting.”

      Carth grinned. “No, I suppose that you didn’t.” She looked over at the ship. “What’s she called?”

      “Alash Tiren. Don’t ask me what it means, because it’s from the local Keyall language, but I’m led to believe that it has something to do with this unpleasant-looking woman who’s carved into the ship. You could rename it.”

      Carth smiled. She was familiar with ship names that were difficult to say. The Spald had had a strange name, and she had never considered renaming it. “Her. Ships are always her. And I wouldn’t dream of renaming a ship. That’s bad luck.”

      “I never would have taken you for someone superstitious,” he said.

      “It’s not superstition so much as it is good sense. I don’t want to anger the ship before I have need of her.”

      Alistan grinned. “Again, you sound superstitious.”

      Carth shrugged. “I suppose that does. You have to love the ship you’re on so that she responds the way you need.”

      “Like a lover.”

      Carth laughed, shaking her head. “I don’t want to know what you’ve done with this ship.”

      “I told you—”

      Carth laughed again. “Is she fast?”

      “I’ve been assured that she’s the fastest that I own. The man I bought her from did not have the greatest reputation.”

      “Bought her from?”

      “This ship is purchased legally, but I suspect it once belonged to smugglers.”

      “Like the ones you once hired?”

      “The same.”

      “Good. I’ve had some experience with smugglers’ ships. I prefer to have a ship like that.” She tapped on the side of the hull and then ran her hand along it. It was solid, and she hoped that it would carry her safely and swiftly. “Thank you,” she said to Alistan.

      “I wish we could have spent more time learning from each other,” he said.

      “I only wish we could’ve had more time to game together,” Carth told him.

      “When you return, we can take more time to play. I would even promise to learn how to play Tsatsun with some skill.”

      He had tried but had not been successful in developing his skill at Tsatsun. It was a game that was not easy for everyone, and it seemed as if it had been particularly troublesome for Alistan to learn, though Carth had known many intelligent people who had struggled with Tsatsun.

      “And I would be open to learning more about playing Choslt.”

      Alistan smiled. “I think you would like it. Especially as you enjoy Tsatsun, it’s a game that also requires a measure of skill.”

      Carth climbed onto the ship and waved to Alistan. It was possible that she would not return to Keyall. The city had not welcomed her, though she had found it no worse than many of the places she had visited over the years, and there was a stronger leadership here than she had expected. They hadn’t needed her to influence nearly as much as had been needed in other places. She felt more comfortable leaving than she would have were that not the case.

      “You seem disappointed,” Alayna said.

      She glanced over to her tall friend. In the bright daylight, Alayna’s green eyes sparkled.

      “Disappointed would be one way of putting it. I thought we could connect with others here, but I feel as if we’re leaving and there has been no resolution, at least not with what brought us to the city in the first place.”

      “This doesn’t have to be the last stop for us,” Alayna said.

      “No, but I will honor what I promised to Peter. I don’t want to violate that, and even if I did, as soon as he starts spreading word that we are leaving and that we have found the Elder Stone, we won’t have much choice.”

      “You think that we’ll have to fight so quickly?”

      Carth glanced over at Jenna. In the month since Carth had rescued Jenna and Alayna from the building where Linsay had held them, Jenna had begun to return to the person she had been before. She still had an edge to her, but Carth was hopeful that, with more time and conversation, she could smooth that edge out a little. Jenna might always have an edge to her, and that was fine if that was what she was meant to have, but hopefully Carth could help her lose some of the anger that came with it.

      “If what I’ve been promised is true, I wouldn’t be terribly surprised if we are forced to fight frequently. There will be people who will come searching for power, regardless of what they might have heard about me.”

      “It’s always danger with us, isn’t it?”

      “Unfortunately,” she said. “If you’d prefer, I can arrange transport for you to return to Asador or—”

      Alayna shook her head. “It’s not that I want to return. I don’t disapprove of what we do, or the reason that we do it. I understand there’s a need for it.”

      “I only wish that we could have some calm between every battle that we face,” Carth said.

      “I suppose we could if you wouldn’t keep taking us into danger,” Alayna said, grinning.

      “Alistan says that this is a fast ship.”

      “Did he tell you why he has a carving of you as the figurehead?”

      Carth shot Alayna a dark stair, but her friend ignored it. “I doubt very much that Alistan knows much about his fleet. All he knows is that he has fast ships that can carry his goods where he wants them.”

      “It’s impressive that he’s willing to part with a ship for you.”

      “He expects payment for it.”

      Alayna arched a brow. “Does he? And what kind of payment would he expect?”

      “I doubt very much that I am the type of person that he would pursue.”

      Alayna shook her head. “What you fail to recognize is that you’re the kind of person that many people pursue.”

      Alayna touched Carth on the arm before turning and working the lines, helping them push off from the dock. As the wind caught the sail, helping them glide out to sea, Carth stood at the prow of the ship, watching Keyall fade into the distance.

      She had spent more time here than she had intended, and leaving left her with a bittersweet sense. It wasn’t a place where she wanted to remain, but she had learned more than she had ever expected.

      They sailed quickly, heading generally northward, but not with a destination really in mind. Carth wanted to take her time and give Linsay a chance to come after her if she indeed would.

      It was late in the day and very nearly evening when a ship appeared on the horizon.

      Carth motioned to Alayna to slow them, and she took watch, peering into the distance to see what she could learn about the ship.

      “It will overtake us,” Talia said, approaching from the stern of the ship. She had been mostly silent since they had departed.

      “That’s my intent,” Carth said.

      “And if it’s Linsay?”

      “Then we need to be ready to fight.”

      “What if she attempts to sink your new ship?”

      “Then I’ll have to take hers.”

      “You seem more confident in your ability to do that than I anticipated.”

      “I have an advantage on the water that your sister does not.”

      “What is that?” Talia asked.

      “I sailed with Linsay for months, and in that time, I noticed that she never managed to get comfortable on the ship.”

      “She was playing you. Don’t think it’s possible that she was faking it?”

      “It’s possible. Your sister was able to convince me that she was someone else for a long time, so I don’t entirely put it past her to have fabricated her discomfort on the ship, but I don’t think that was it.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s something natural about those who are comfortable sailing. They have an easy-going way about it when they’re standing on the deck of a ship. Your sister preferred to be below deck and spent much time with Boiyn. Some of that time was spent discovering the enhancements that he had mixed, trying out the various concoctions that he had created, but I don’t think that was her entire reason for remaining there.”

      “You think she stayed there because she wasn’t comfortable sailing?”

      “I think she stayed there because she didn’t feel well otherwise.”

      “What if she remained below deck so that she could learn from your friend?”

      “We’ll find out soon enough.”
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      The ship reached them near dusk. It had massive sails and a wide bottom that carved through the water, leaving a spray behind it. The sides of the ship were painted a deep red that reminded her of another ship she’d encountered, though that one had horrible memories associated with it. Five men stood on the deck of the ship, each of them muscular. All carried swords and were dressed in short pants and loose-fitting shirts that revealed their chests. Two of the men had tattoos visible.

      As the ship approached, Carth studied them. These were pirates. She’d encountered men like this before and had dispatched them easily. These were not men to fear.

      “Turn your ship away and you might survive,” Carth called over to the other ship.

      The captain laughed. “Four pretty ladies would scare us?”

      Three of the men jumped onto the railing, and Carth shook her head. “Jenna.”

      It was all she had to say. Jenna slid forward with knives unsheathed and cut down the nearest man before he was able to react. She spun, driving her heel into the chest of the next man, and he flipped over as he landed on the deck. The third man had recovered, but not quickly enough, and Jenna slammed her knife into the side of his neck, dropping him.

      The remaining man approached, and Talia flipped one of her knives at him, catching him in the stomach. He collapsed as Carth jumped, landing on the deck next to the captain.

      “I warned you,” Carth said.

      “You’re her. Rel.”

      Carth allowed herself a small smile. At least her reputation mattered here. “I am. And you made a mistake thinking that you could attack.”

      The captain looked over at his fallen men and seemed to weigh the possibility that he might still escape with his life. “What do you want from me?” he asked.

      “I wanted you to turn away, but seeing as how you had no interest in that, now I want an answer.”

      “What kind of answer?”

      “How did you know to find us?”

      His brow furrowed slightly. “I saw your ship.”

      “Did you? From halfway across the sea?”

      The captain shrugged. “You sail long enough, and you get to be familiar with things like that. I could show you…”

      Carth grunted. “I doubt that there’s anything you could show me that I would need to see.”

      “I’ve been sailing for a decade. Surely there’s—”

      Carth looked around his ship. “What are you carrying?”

      “Nothing.”

      She nodded to Jenna, who climbed to the other ship and disappeared below deck. “It had better be nothing. Otherwise, you’ll be joining your men.”

      Carth waited, her sword pointed at the captain, until Jenna returned. When she did, she had a massive box in her arms.

      “Nothing of value, other than this.”

      “What is it?” Carth asked the question as much to the captain as to Jenna.

      “Some jewelry, a sculpture, and a bag of coins.”

      She turned to look at the captain. “What were you planning on buying?”

      “Why must I be buying anything?” the captain asked.

      “The coins and an empty hold. You were going to buy something.”

      The man held his hands up. “I swear. I wasn’t going to buy anything.”

      “Did you see anything else?” Carth asked.

      Jenna didn’t need her to spell out what she was asking. A man like this would be the kind of person to transport slaves, and they’d seen bags of coins like that on other slavers’ ships. Carth was more than happy to take them from him.

      “There was an empty hold, but…”

      Carth looked at the captain. “Do you have another boat?”

      “Another boat?”

      “Where’s your dinghy?”

      He motioned to the rear of the ship.

      “Good.”

      Carth pressed her hand against the deck and surged her connection to S’al through it. Flames began to lick along the deck, spreading rapidly. Carth did nothing to slow the spread of the flames.

      “Come on,” Jenna said to Talia.

      “What’s she doing?” Talia asked.

      “Making it harder for him to move slaves.”

      “How do you know he was moving slaves?”

      Jenna grunted. “Man like that? That’s about all they’re able to do. They think slaving is the answer to everything they attempt.”

      When they had left, Carth continued to surge her flame into the deck of the ship. The lower portions began to smolder, and then the smoke changed over to flames. Water hissed where the flames met it.

      “I’d suggest getting into your boat.” Carth turned and jumped onto her ship, and with a surge of shadows pushing against the other ship, they separated, and she sailed away. As they did, the other ship took flame and began glowing brightly in the night sky.

      “Why did you burn his ship?”

      Carth looked over at Talia. “Did you see how quickly they were willing to attack?”

      “I saw.”

      “Those are slavers. I’m surprised to see them this far to the south, but not shocked. We’ve found slavers all over.”

      “There’s no slavery in Keyall.”

      “Not slavery, but how many of the men take on mistresses?”

      Talia shook her head. “I don’t know. What kind of question is that?”

      Carth motioned to Alayna. “She was taken by slavers near Thyr. They didn’t want her to force her into hard labor. They took her because she was a woman and she had value. Many of these slavers think to sell women to make a profit and don’t care that for the most part they are used for prostitution.”

      Talia stared at the distant ship as it continued to glow. By now, the ship would be sinking, and the captain would be drifting off, maybe picked up by another if he was lucky.

      “Did you know?”

      “I knew that we would likely encounter people like them,” Carth said. “We’ll find more of them, especially as we sail. It’s the others—the treasure hunters—who will be more difficult. They won’t attack, not like the slavers will. They’ll try to lull us. Many will be as influential as Alistan, and we’ll have to withstand everything that they attempt.”

      “I didn’t know it would be quite like this,” Talia said.

      “It’s a dark world,” she said. “There are too many people in it who don’t think of anything other than how to harm others. If you’d like to return to Keyall, I suspect that I could find a passing merchant ship and get you back there.”

      “You might find one, but how would we know that it was safe?”

      “Not all ships that we will encounter will be dangerous,” Carth said. “Most will be helpful. The sea is dangerous enough, and most want nothing more than to get to the next port safely.”

      “Maybe Linsay was right,” Talia said softly.

      “Why would she have been right?”

      “She told me that I didn’t understand how hard the world was.”

      “Just because the world is hard doesn’t mean that you need to be hard. Don’t let it change you and turn you into something that you’re not. Do what you can to keep yourself safe, and we can work together to protect each other, so that we don’t need to fear.”

      Talia stared at the distance, saying nothing. Carth remained with her for a few moments longer before turning away.
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        * * *

      

      The next few days passed uneventfully. Carth had feared that the slavers’ ship was only going to be the first of many, but they had encountered no other ships since then. It must’ve been chance that they had encountered the slave ship then, and not anything else. They could continue sailing, but the longer they went, the more she wondered whether they would be able to draw Linsay to them.

      “There’s a port near us,” Alayna said at midday of the third day since leaving Keyall.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not one we stopped in before, but we’re going to need supplies. It’s a good thing we have a bag of coins that we could purchase them with.”

      Carth chuckled. They were stocked for a few weeks, but it was always good to resupply when possible. Besides, she needed to hear gossip, and the best way to do that was to reach a port—no matter how small.

      “Take us in.”

      Alayna guided the ship, and Carth stood along the railing, watching land come closer. They would need to find some information, but was this going to be the best way to do it? As she gripped the railing, she thought about Linsay, and the kind of sailors she would’ve hired. With the kind of mercenaries she had hired, she had to believe that Linsay would be well protected.

      They anchored out in the bay and had to take the dinghy into shore. Alayna remained behind, something she had increasingly often done, mostly so that the ship did not go unprotected and they would be ready to move if necessary.

      Talia remain silent as they rowed, and Jenna worked the oars, pulling vigorously to glide them closer to the shore.

      They tied up at the docks and Carth tipped the dock master, hoping that she had tipped enough to keep him from letting someone else steal her dinghy, but not so much that it would draw attention. It was always a difficult balance when it came to dock masters.

      “Are we staying together, or do you want us to check different places to see what we can find?” Jenna asked.

      Carth glanced from Talia to Jenna, trying to determine what might happen if they all split up. She didn’t like the idea of separating, mostly because she feared that she would lose her friends again.

      “I think it’s best if we stay together,” she suggested.

      “Where do you want to go?” Jenna asked.

      “There should be a tavern that we can look into,” she said.

      Jenna grinned at her a moment. “You know how I feel about that.”

      Carth led them along the street, listening for sounds that would indicate a tavern. They were good places to hear gossip, and a way to get the pulse of a different city. Carth could sit in the tavern, either drinking or gaming or both, and listen for whatever she might hear. And what did she need to hear? She wanted information about Linsay, but she doubted that there would be any news about the Collector here yet. The only way that she would hear anything of Linsay would be if she had chased after something. Carth needed to search for those sorts of rumors. If she could get word that there was anything unusual taking place, maybe she could use that to discover what Linsay was after.

      More than that, she needed to send word that she had come through here. That would be how she would entice Linsay to follow. If she believed that Carth was sailing in search of another of the Elder Stones, it should draw Linsay out.

      They found a tavern that appeared promising. It was boisterous, and the sound of music was drifting from it, enough that Carth thought that she might be able to find the right kind of crowd.

      When she pushed open the door, she found it packed. Most of the people inside had the look of locals, though many of the locals appeared to be fishermen. A crowd near the back of the tavern danced in time to the music, and servers squeezed through the crowd, finding it difficult to do so.

      “This is the wrong sort of place,” Jenna said.

      “Why?” Talia asked.

      Jenna looked at her askance. “There are too many people here. Can’t you see that?”

      Talia’s eyes widened slightly at the retort, and she looked over to Carth.

      “If the crowd is too big, you can’t learn any gossip,” Carth said. “That’s what Jenna was getting at. But a crowd like this can serve another purpose.”

      Jenna frowned. “What you want me to spread?”

      “It has to be enough to convince Linsay that we’ve come through here.”

      Jenna grunted. “I can take care of that.”

      She turned to a table full of men and said something to the nearest of them. Two of the men stood, and one of them reached as if to shove Jenna.

      Talia started forward, but Carth grabbed her, holding her back.

      “Wait.”

      “But she’s going to get in a fight.”

      Carth nodded. “She won’t hurt anyone. She’s doing it to send a message to your sister. If Linsay knows that Jenna was here, she will assume that I was here.”

      “And you’re okay with her fighting?”

      Carth watched Jenna as she punched the first man, ducking underneath the reach of another and spinning to strike a third man in the stomach. Within a few moments, she had knocked down five men.

      “There are times when I think Jenna needs to fight. I wish it weren’t true, but there’s something within her that feeds on it.” As much as she had tried to tamp that urge down, she hadn’t managed. This was a different approach for her, and she hoped that it was the right one.

      “You’re using her.”

      “I’m using her reputation, at least with your sister. Linsay will know that Jenna has a bit of a temper and will believe that she got in a fight. If it had been me, she wouldn’t have been quite as convinced, and it might make her think that we are trying to draw her out.”

      “But we are trying to draw her out.”

      “And she can’t know that. Which is why Jenna is useful here. She will draw the necessary attention, and I suspect your sister will know that we were here, and from there…”

      Jenna re-joined them, barely breathing hard. “Thank you for that.”

      “Are you hurt?” Talia asked.

      Jenna shot her a withering look. “Hurt?” She glanced at Carth before turning her attention back to Talia.

      “I was just…”

      Carth tapped Talia on the arm. “We can go.”

      They stepped out of the tavern, and Talia glanced from Carth to Jenna as they did, but said nothing. Once back on the street, Carth guided them away from the docks until they found another tavern. The inside of this place wasn’t nearly as compact as the last, though there was a minstrel playing and a few people dancing. Carth saw some men dicing in the corner and nodded to them.

      “That’s where I’ll be,” she said.

      “What do you want me to do?” Talia asked.

      “Stay with Jenna. See what you can find out.”

      Jenna frowned. “I don’t need her to watch me to make sure I don’t lose my temper.”

      “I know. I want her to learn from you.”

      “Really? You think she can learn from me?”

      “We all have something we can teach, Jenna,” Carth said.

      As Jenna smiled, Carth hoped that the darkness within her really was fading. It seemed as if it was, but she couldn’t be certain. It was times like this when she looked the closest, trying to see what might still linger.

      “See what you can find out,” Jenna said.

      Carth made her way to the back of the tavern and the men dicing. She pulled up a chair, and the men only shrugged, seemingly unconcerned that a woman was coming to play with them. That wasn’t the case everywhere she had gone. Sometimes there were men who would grow angry at the idea of a woman thinking to dice, and other times they were angry simply because they didn’t like the game disrupted. That happened more often than not, mostly because dicers tended to be superstitious, fearful that her presence disrupted the flow they had already established.

      Carth set a stack of silver and copper coins on the table. “What’s the game?”

      The man nearest her chuckled. “We’ve got a high roller here.”

      “Too rich for you? I’m happy to put my coins back,” she said.

      She reached for the stack, and the man across from her shook his head. “Don’t mind Gregory. He’s angry because he’s lost almost everything tonight.”

      “Only tonight,” Gregory said. “Most nights I’m the one who walks away with full pockets.”

      A third man laughed. “Don’t taunt him, Marcus. You’re not that far ahead.”

      Marcus eyed the stack of coins in front of Carth and ran his fingers across his thin mustache. “Maybe I will be soon enough.”

      Carth shrugged. “So? What are you playing?”

      “Threes.”

      Carth reached for the cup of dice and shook it. Threes was a game of chance—as were most dicing games—but there was a slight element of skill in it. It required the shaker to pick the highest dice from a roll and get the best hand they could. Something like that was generally easy for Carth to manipulate. It didn’t take much for her to influence dice, and she had practice doing so, needing to ensure that she won when it came to it. Was tonight a night when she would influence the dice—or should she let chance dictate what happened?

      The first man went, and he rolled a high hand. The others at the table cheered him on, and when Marcus took the cup, he rolled his dice out, picking out his hand. By the end of his turn, he had rolled a higher round than the last man. The dice worked their way around the table, and Gregory reached for the cup and shook them out across the table. He played his hand out and ended with three sixes. It was a strong roll, and Carth debated what she should do. She considered tying him, wanting to draw out the game, but a losing hand might keep them less suspicious of her.

      She rolled them out and plucked a four from the pile. Another couple rolls, and she ended with two sixes and a five. It was a strong roll, but not one that would beat Gregory’s roll. It was one she hadn’t influenced, either, which helped make it appear more natural.

      The next time around, Carth threw more carefully, guiding her dice so they came up with two sixes and a five. Again it was a strong roll, but Marcus had managed to roll three sixes. Carth was satisfied with losing, not mindful of the fact that she was sacrificing coins—especially as they weren’t her coins.

      After a few more hands, the men loosened up and began talking. That was what Carth had intended.

      “What brought you here?” Marcus asked, looking across the table at Carth.

      Carth glanced at the others. Most had several empty mugs of ale in front of them and were well past inebriated. “What brings anyone through here?”

      Gregory grunted. “Nothing brings people through here. You come to Felst, and you end up staying. Then you end up on a ship, fishing and peeling your fingers raw day after day until the blessed relief of death.”

      “Don’t mind him. He gets that way when he’s been drinking,” Marcus said.

      “He’s like that when he’s sober, too, but usually he keeps those comments to himself,” one of the other men said.

      Carth laughed along with the others and flashed a smile. She did her best to make it disarming, knowing that men like these expected her to defer to them. “I’m after treasure,” she said, lowering her voice so that it came across more conspiratorially.

      “Treasure?” Gregory asked. “If there’s treasure out there, it’s not going to be any woman who finds it.”

      “Why not?” Carth asked.

      “You got to take your time when you’re looking for treasure, and—”

      The man next to Gregory elbowed him and he fell silent.

      Carth smiled again. “I don’t know, I think that having women around is useful. I imagine you boys think the same.”

      “Gregory is angry that he can’t convince a woman to go around him,” Marcus said.

      Gregory looked up, glaring at Marcus, but turned his attention back to his drink, taking a long draw on his mug. “Always seems to be women who are the treasure hunters. Why do you think that is?” When no one answered, Gregory leaned forward. “Tell you why. Because searching for treasure isn’t hard work. Women don’t want to work if they can avoid it. Most of them would rather just settle down with a man and make him do all the work.”

      “None of my crew is all that interested in settling down with a man,” Carth said, winking at Gregory.

      The other men stared at her for a moment before Marcus began laughing. “Ah, maybe you shouldn’t be telling him that. He might want to come aboard and try to convince them otherwise.”

      “I’m not opposed to having new help, but I prefer it if they’re useful.”

      Gregory glared at her. “I’m useful.”

      “Useful here,” Marcus said. “And useful to finishing your ale. Anything more than that, and you haven’t been useful for a long time.”

      The others laughed, and Gregory stood up angrily, slamming his hands on the table. “Maybe it’s time I leave you behind,” he said. He turned to Carth. “And if you’re looking for treasure, you’re not alone. There was another crew that came through here a few days ago. Good luck keeping ahead of them.”

      As Gregory departed, Carth watched him go, trying to decide whether she should follow and find out what more he knew or if she should simply let him leave. She decided to let him leave. He was too drunk to be of any use, and already angry. It would be unlikely for her to be able to learn anything from him in that state anyway.

      The men continued dicing, and Carth leaned back, rolling out her dice when it was her turn, not bothering to influence the roll. She had mentioned that she was a treasure hunter simply to divert attention, not really thinking that it would matter, but if there had been someone else who had come through, could it have been Linsay?

      Carth had intended to draw her toward her, but maybe Linsay had gotten ahead of her.

      As they played more, Carth asked, “Where did the other treasure hunter go?”

      Marcus looked up at her, a hint of a smile on his face. “Oh, don’t worry. They were heading east. There’s not much there anyway. You’re better off going north and seeing what you can find there.”

      “The north is too settled,” Carth said. “If you’re going to find anything of value, you have to go where others aren’t looking.”

      “Then you’re better off going west. There haven’t been traders from the west for a lot of years.” Marcus said.

      It was the same thing that she’d heard in Keyall, though she wasn’t sure why. What had changed that would have prevented travelers out of the west from coming and trading here?

      Carth got lost in thought as she played, no longer focusing on the game quite as she had been, and eventually, she got up and went looking for Jenna and the others.
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      They sailed quickly toward the west. Carth wanted to put distance between them and Keyall, keeping an eye out for other slavers. So far, they had been lucky, not coming across anyone else who might threaten. The sky had banks of clouds that hung low, and they promised rain. Thunder rumbled occasionally, but the seas were calm and the wind was not gusting as it should if storms were to roll in.

      “Are you really going to do this?” Alayna asked.

      Carth stood at the helm, guiding them across the waves. It felt good—right—for her to be sailing, and she had missed the time aboard the ship.

      “It’s not so much what I want to do. I think I need to do this.”

      “So you believe in the Elder Stones now.”

      Carth shrugged. She wasn’t sure what she believed, only that there was a source of power in Keyall, and that source of power had granted Talia a connection to abilities she had not possessed before. When she thought about the A’ras flame, she wondered if that was something similar. Could there be something like that in Ih that would help others connect to the shadows?

      “What do you know about the rumors of power in Elaeavn?”

      Alayna only shrugged. “Anything that is there is nothing more than rumors. The Elvraeth rule, and they are the most heavily gifted by the Great Watcher with abilities.”

      Carth looked over to where Talia sat up in the mast seat, staring out over the sea. “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that they would be more powerful than others in the city?”

      Alayna shrugged. “We’ve always been taught that they are gifted with abilities by the Great Watcher, and it’s this gift that has made them stronger than the rest of us. No one questions it because it’s simply the way it is. There’s nothing that we could do to change it, even if we were to want to.”

      “What if there really is something similar to what existed in Keyall? What if there is something that grants them greater strength?”

      Alayna took a deep breath. “If there is something like that, I wonder…” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t. Even if there is something like that, I’m not returning to the city.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was exiled, Carth. I know you had struggles with your own homeland, but when you’re exiled, return means death—or at least, something near enough. I’m not willing to risk that. Besides, I don’t mind the life that I’ve been given now that I’ve left the city. Had I never left, I never would have been able to work with you, and would never have seen any of the things that I have seen. They may have exiled me, but I think the Great Watcher intended for me to leave so that I could be a part of something else—maybe something greater.”

      Carth glanced over at her friend. “I’m thankful that you’re with me. When Linsay abducted you…”

      “I know.”

      Carth hated the helpless feeling that she’d had when Linsay had taken Jenna and Alayna from her. She hated the fact that in one maneuver, she could be placed in a position of needing to try and fight her way for their safety. She was willing to do it. Whatever gods existed knew that she was willing to do it, because she had lost so many already.

      “Why west? If you really think there might be an Elder Stone—or Stones—in Elaeavn, why not simply go there?”

      Carth stared over a larger wave, enjoying the movement of the ship. There was comfort in it, and there was comfort in knowing that she was able to navigate whatever she came across. This ship was similar enough to the Goth Spald, and handled much the same, and for that, she was thankful to Alistan.

      “Because you don’t want to return,” she said to Alayna.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to return. There was a time when that was all I thought about. When I was first exiled, all I could think about was what it would take for me to get back home, but that’s just the thing. When you’re exiled, anyone you know and love is required to forget about you. If they acknowledge your presence, that’s a crime that might end up with their exile. For their own safety, most people simply abide by the rule of the Elvraeth council, and they forget you as they are instructed to do.”

      Carth regarded Alayna for a long moment. “I doubt that anyone has been able to forget you,” she said.

      “That’s the only reason?” Alayna asked.

      Carth stared at the rolling waves. “Probably not.”

      “It’s him, isn’t it?”

      Carth nodded. She feared disrupting the accords, but she also feared drawing the attention of Danis, and if she did, what might he do? Would he attack? Would he think that she had intended to violate the accords and harm others that she cared about? As her network grew, so did what she could lose. Danis had seemed unconcerned about sacrificing others, but Carth was not him, and she was not willing to use people she cared about in any way that might end up with their death.

      “I can’t confront him. Not yet. I’m not ready.”

      “I think you’re more than ready. Your reasoning for not confronting him is not based on your readiness.”

      “He’s worse than the Collector.”

      “But not as strategic.”

      Carth wasn’t certain about that. From what she had seen of Danis, he might be equally strategic, only in a different way. He had stayed ahead of her, and though she had manipulated him into accepting the accords, she suspected that he would find some way around them eventually. Already he had tried, and it had required Carth taking on a role that she had not wanted to in order to protect others. But would she have to do that indefinitely?

      “I’m not convinced that he’s not also a Tsatsun master.”

      “So not to Elaeavn. We could return to Ih.”

      “We could, but I don’t intend to draw the attention of the Reshian. If I did that, they would be forced to confront Linsay, and…”

      “You don’t want them hurt.”

      Carth let out a frustrated sigh. She took a deep breath of the salty sea air and breathed out again. “I don’t want anyone hurt. But I especially don’t want anyone hurt if there’s anything that I can do to protect them.”

      The Reshian—gifted with shadows, though not shadow born the same was as her—had suffered enough over the years. Carth would like to have tried to protect them if she could, though maybe they didn’t need her help, and maybe they could have helped her.

      “There’s another reason that I want to go this way.”

      Alayna smiled. “I think that I know the reason.”

      “Okay. What is it?”

      “It’s because no one has—at least not for a while. You want to be the one.”

      “That’s not my reasoning,” Carth said.

      “I can see that it is.”

      Carth shook her head. “It’s the stories that Alistan has been sharing. If there is something to these stories of the Elder Stone, what if there’s something to the west that we can find?”

      “What if there’s something there that Linsay finds?”

      “We will intercede with her before she has a chance to do that. We’re drawing her away.”

      “Or we’re giving her exactly what she wants,” Alayna said.

      Carth didn’t think that was what was happening, but she did agree with Alayna that it was possible they were doing exactly what Linsay wanted. That was the point of having Talia with her, so that if she was trying to manipulate them, at least Talia’s presence might mitigate that somewhat, though Carth wasn’t sure how sentimental Linsay was. When they had sailed together, it had been easier for her to believe that Linsay had a sentimental streak. It was something that Carth suspected Linsay had fostered, trying to convince Carth of how she would behave, but that wasn’t Linsay at all.

      “I’m aware that’s a possibility.”

      “Being aware of it and being prepared to counter it are different things.”

      “She’s after something. It’s more than just me.”

      “What if it’s not? What if it’s not more than just you? What if she is working on behalf of the Hjan? Have you considered that possibility?”

      Carth nodded. “As soon as I realized that she was the Collector, that was the first thing I started to question, but it seems unlikely. If she were working for the Hjan, I don’t know what benefit there would be in removing me. The accords would still stand.”

      “Only without you there to maintain them.”

      “But they’re about more than me. The A’ras, the Reshian, and even now the C’than are all involved in the accords. Losing me might be a part of it, and it might make it more difficult for the accords to be maintained, but that shouldn’t be the reason that the accords fail.”

      “I think you’re underestimating your influence on the accords.”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      Carth stared straight ahead. How could she ever ensure that there was a lasting peace if everything was dependent upon her presence? She had to find some way of making certain that the accords outlived her. Was that possible?

      But then, didn’t she plan to end the accords when she knew enough—and had enough power—to stop Danis? Could Linsay be working on a way to prevent Carth from doing that?

      They sailed on in silence. Alayna remained near Carth, staring out at the sea with her. Carth was thankful for her presence, and also thankful that Alayna didn’t feel the need to fill the silence between them. She was comfortable with quiet, and Carth needed that quiet.

      As night passed, Alayna offered to take the helm, and Carth sent her away to get some rest. Eventually, Carth would need to sleep, but her mind continued to race, and the unfamiliar seas were interesting enough to keep her focus.

      She followed the stars overhead, letting them guide her. The darkness seemed lighter than she expected, with only the starlight and a sliver of moon providing any light. The seas were empty, and she was able to slowly begin to relax.

      Talia jumped from the mast seat and joined Carth at the wheel. “Aren’t you tired?”

      Carth shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      “It’s beautiful at night. I suppose you can’t quite see what I do.”

      Carth frowned to herself and wondered how much of the change in the darkness was because of her drawing away the night to enable her to see better and how much of it was from the fact that she had been to the pool at the heart of Keyall twice. She would have expected that to have changed her, but she didn’t feel any different other than the enhancement to her eyesight, and even that might be explainable by her shadow abilities.

      “I see well enough. I am connected to the shadows,” she said.

      Talia looked around her. “Did you know that before I came to Keyall, I was afraid of the dark?”

      Carth glanced over, keeping her hand steady on the wheel. “Why would you be afraid of the dark?”

      “Those of us who can’t manipulate shadows tend to have irrational fears of it,” Talia said. “Linsay always taunted me about my fears, and always attempted to make me feel bad about the fact that I was afraid of the dark. When I was a kid, she would lock me in a room, thinking to teach me that there was nothing to fear in the darkness.”

      “Did it work?”

      Talia glanced over at her. “It taught me that I should be afraid of my sister.”

      Carth smiled. “Are you still afraid of the dark?”

      “There isn’t the same darkness. Not anymore. I see nearly the same at night as I do in the day, though at night there’s a faint haze that seems to surround everything. There’s calm at night, almost a peacefulness.”

      Carth smiled. “It doesn’t sound like you are afraid of the dark anymore.”

      Talia shook her head. “No. I suppose I’m not.”

      “You could rest,” Carth said.

      “I think I would prefer to rest during the daylight.”

      “You’ll need to take watch.”

      “Then I’m better equipped to take watch at night.” Talia looked over at her. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      Carth smiled and shook her head. “I wouldn’t try to get rid of you. I’m the one who invited you to join me on this journey.”

      “Because you think you need me to draw my sister out.”

      Carth nodded. “Maybe. It’s possible that she will come regardless, drawn by the idea of finding another Elder Stone.”

      “What if she remains in Keyall?”

      “Alistan would send word.”

      “And what if she prevents him from alerting you? What if men like the three you tracked through the city were responsible for freeing her?”

      “That’s a risk we have to take. Every move that we make carries with it some risk. I’m making a move and hoping that Linsay makes another, thinking that we can draw her in a specific way. She has several options, and each of those options leads to several possibilities, and from there, there would be more possibilities.” It played out before her in her mind, like a Tsatsun gameboard. “It all depends on what your sister sees as the most desirable possibility.”

      “And what do you think she will decide is the most desirable possibility?”

      “If she follows us, she has a chance to destroy me, gather her sister, and find more information about an Elder Stone. I think that is the most likely possibility.”

      “And if it isn’t?”

      “Then I have prepared for other possibilities.”

      “You have?”

      Carth glanced toward the stairs leading below deck. “We sent word to others who work with me, and those who have some power will be arriving in Keyall within a short period of time. They were warned not to engage Linsay, and that she would be a skilled manipulator. There’s someone I’m very close to who will lead them, and if needed, she would take steps to ensure that Linsay doesn’t harm anyone else in Keyall.”

      “You put a lot of faith in the people that you work with.”

      “They have all proven that they are deserving of that faith.”

      Talia watched Carth for a few moments. “Did you know that my sister warned me that you might try to manipulate me? She said that you might attempt to use my desire for what I discovered in Keyall against me.”

      “I’m sure that she did,” Carth said.

      “She’s told me stories about you. They were many of the same stories that I’d heard in Keyall, though I had not attributed them to you. Did you know that those stories had spread?”

      Carth shrugged. “I can’t control the spread of rumors. Most of what travels ahead of me is only that: rumor.”

      “There are some who claim you want power, and that you want to rule.”

      “And what do you think?” Carth asked.

      “When I first met you, I wasn’t sure. Now that I have come to know you, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone who should be less interested in it than you.”

      Carth grinned. “The sea is my home, and I would prefer to ensure that there is order from chaos, so I suppose I’m more like the constables from Keyall than anyone else.”

      “Don’t let Peter hear you say that,” Talia said, laughing softly. “I overheard him talking, and I get the sense that he is not at all fond of you.”

      “That’s only because he’s angry that I escaped him. Perhaps he’s angry because I’m a woman, and capable.” There were plenty of others in the world like that. “And he seems to think that means he’s somehow less of a constable.”

      “Keyall is strange like that.”

      “No. I think all men are strange like that. Keyall is no different than most of the places I’ve been to, other than the fact that the people there have an innate way of ignoring my magic.”

      “About that.”

      “Yes?” Carth asked. She turned the wheel, guiding them more westerly, following the direction of the stars.

      “You went to the pool at the heart of Keyall. Twice. I spent years drinking the water, and it took time for my vision to change, but you went where the power was strongest. Has anything changed for you?”

      It was interesting that Talia asked her about the same thing that Carth had questioned. “Has anything changed for you since you were there?”

      “No. I thought that perhaps my eyesight would be stronger, or that my resistance to your shadow magic might be enhanced, but I haven’t had a chance to test that.”

      “I’ve noticed the darkness has faded somewhat, but…” She shrugged. “I’m not sure what that means. Maybe nothing. I’ve always been most strongly connected to the shadows, so it could be only that the time in Keyall, where my sense of it was diminished, has strengthened me.”

      “What happens if your friends don’t find Linsay and she doesn’t follow us?”

      Carth sighed. “Then we continue as we have. We keep our ears open, and we stay ready for whatever she might throw on us, but we also continue doing what’s necessary.”

      “And what is it that’s necessary?”

      “You’ll come to understand what I’ve been doing, but know that there is someone who is worse than your sister, and he has caused great pain to a large number of people. I have him neutralized for now, but that may not last, and we continue to prepare for that time.”

      “Why?”

      Carth looked out into the night. “Because he wants power for the sake of power. And eventually, he will bring war to places that have known only peace.”

      Talia fell silent, and she eventually made her way below deck, leaving Carth alone, staring out at the night. She didn’t mind the solitude, and it gave her a chance to think, and to contemplate, and to play out various patterns on a game board within her mind, trying to determine what move that Linsay might make next.

      As night went on, she felt the stirrings of fatigue, but less than she had recently. She was hungry more than anything, and her stomach rumbled, making her yearn for a port and a place to eat, and maybe have a mug of ale. Heading this way would take them beyond the borders of her map, and as interesting as that was, she had a little uncertainty with it.

      Carth fought fatigue throughout the night, and by morning, she had grown tired, but was not nearly as exhausted as she had thought she would be.

      Had she been drawing on the shadows or the power of S’al? It had to be one of them; otherwise she would have long since been too tired to function.

      Alayna stirred and joined her at the wheel. “You let me sleep,” she said.

      “I have been thinking.”

      “About what?” Alayna asked.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out what needs to happen, but I keep coming up empty. Maybe I’m wrong about heading this way. Observing the west and seeing what else is out there is interesting, but if I’m really needing to know what Linsay might be after, I’m avoiding one place that I could go that might bring me more answers.”

      “And where is that?”

      “Linsay is a strategist. She has proven herself in Tsatsun over and again.”

      “And?”

      “There’s another like that. The one who taught me.”

      “From what you’ve told me, he would be far from here.”

      “He would be, but if we can’t draw out Linsay, and nothing comes of her in Keyall, I think I have to go back to Ras. Back to the C’than.”
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      As they sailed, Carth had a growing sense that they would eventually need to head toward Odian. She hadn’t been to Odian in what felt like years and didn’t know what reception Ras would give when she did appear. It was unlikely that he would welcome her warmly, but she also doubted that he would be particularly angry with her. Maybe it wouldn’t be necessary. Maybe Linsay would reveal herself and make it unnecessary.

      It was the middle of the day when Carth became aware of a strangeness to the ship.

      She looked over to Alayna for confirmation that she wasn’t imagining it, and her friend had a frown on her face.

      “It’s not just me, then,” Carth said.

      “I feel it as well,” Alayna said.

      Jenna had been working through a series of movements, practicing her sword work on the deck, and turned her attention to Carth and Alayna. “What is it that you feel?”

      “It’s the ship.”

      “What is it about the ship?”

      “It’s sinking. Or, it appears to be.”

      Alayna frowned. “I’ve noticed that she’s been a bit sluggish, but thought that it was only me needing to get acquainted with sailing her.”

      “And I haven’t even noticed the sluggishness before now,” Carth said.

      “You have been distracted,” Alayna said.

      That irritated her. She shouldn’t be so distracted that she wasn’t able to detect things like that occurring on her ship. That was her responsibility as captain of the ship, though maybe Alayna had become more of the captain than Carth and only seemed to be deferring to Carth.

      “When did you first start noticing it?” she asked.

      “Not long after we left Keyall. Again, that could just be inexperience with her. It takes time to get to know a new girl like this.”

      Carth hurried below deck and made her way from room to room. There was nothing in any of the rooms that made it seem as if they were taking on water, but maybe they couldn’t tell in the cabins. There was a crawlspace beneath the section of the deck, an area that was mostly used as a smugglers’ hold, and Carth flipped the door open and crawled inside.

      “What do you see?” Alayna asked.

      Carth swore under her breath as she peered around. “Water.”

      “How much?” Alayna asked.

      “Enough that we can’t keep sailing.”

      Carth crawled out of the crawlspace and slammed the door closed.

      “We could bail water out of it.”

      “And if we did? How much longer before whatever it is that it’s making us take on water spreads to something more catastrophic? If we don’t address this, we could end up sunk in the middle of the ocean, with nothing more than a dinghy to row us.”

      “Why would Alistan have given us a leaky ship?”

      “I don’t think he did.”

      Her first thought was to question whether Linsay had some influence here. It seemed almost too much credit to give her, but Carth wouldn’t put it past the woman to have configured some way of sinking the ship that they would be given. She could imagine Linsay somehow gaining access to all of Alistan’s ships and sabotaging each of them, or alternatively, she could have gone after only the most likely ships. Either way would have been effective.

      “You think it was her?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “You question it, though.”

      Carth nodded. “I have to question it.”

      “How would she have done this?” Alayna asked.

      “I don’t even know. Whatever it was had to have been subtle, enough that we wouldn’t notice until we were far enough along. That’s why we need to get into port, so we can assess the extent of the damage.”

      “If we go into port, we risk her knowing where we are.”

      Carth could only nod. That was the other challenge. If Linsay had sabotaged them—and Carth at least had to suspect that she had—it hadn’t been an aggressive attack. It had been only enough to get them into deep water, and likely into range of where Linsay thought she could find them.

      “What’s the nearest port?” she asked.

      “The nearest port has to be Waconia.”

      It was a deep-water port and was rumored to have a decent-sized city, but it was also rumored to be a haven for smuggling and violence. It was the kind of place that Carth had attempted to clean up. When she had tried in places like that, she’d had more help, and there wasn’t the same sort of timely urgency that she had now.

      “I don’t like it,” Carth said. She looked over to where Jenna was sharpening her swords. There remained a darkness to Jenna and an eagerness to fight. When facing slavers, that eagerness was warranted, and in the port, she had used that tendency, but against an entire city of smugglers and thieves, that wouldn’t be nearly as beneficial and was just as likely to end up with them in trouble as anything.

      “We don’t have to like it, but it doesn’t look like we were given much of a choice.”

      Carth gritted her teeth and reached the top of the ship. “Keep us going straight.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to see if I can figure out what she might have done.”

      “Now you’re certain that it was her?”

      Carth shook her head. “I’m not certain of anything, but I’m prepared for the possibility that she was the one responsible.”

      Carth climbed onto the railing and dove into the water.

      As she plunged into the water, she immediately began pulling on the shadows, drawing them away from her. She sent a surge of her flame magic through her hand, causing it to glow softly, enough that she could see through the murkiness. She propelled herself along, keeping pace with the ship as she examined the hull.

      Could there be something that had happened when they’d encountered the slavers? They hadn’t been that long out of Keyall when they had come across them, so it was possible, though she would have expected to have recognized it were that the case. Could they have scraped something? If they had, Carth would’ve expected to have been aware of it. Maybe it was nothing more than disrepair. She didn’t know the condition of the ship before she had taken possession of it and didn’t know how well cared for it had been. Maybe Alistan and his men hadn’t cared for it all that well.

      She saw nothing.

      Carth popped to the surface, taking a deep breath before diving back beneath the water.

      There had to be something. The ship was taking on water, but only in the lower portion. In time, that would seep up and would begin to soak through the cabins before sinking the ship entirely. Whatever was taking place was a slow leak. If it were anything else, they would have recognized it by now.

      She dove all the way beneath the ship, pulling on the shadows to strip them away so that she could see as well as possible. She surged the power of the flame through her, trying to get a better sense for what might have happened. She still couldn’t tell.

      Carth ran her hand along the planks of wood. Could something have happened that she couldn’t see? Could it be small holes, small enough that she wasn’t able to see them in the murky water? Or could it have been something even subtler, where Linsay had somehow damaged the seal between each plank?

      Without getting into a port and taking time to inspect it, Carth wasn’t sure that she would be able to find out. Worse, a repair like that would be expensive. The ship would have to be dragged from the water, and not all ports had that capability. Even if they did, not all repairmen were of equal skill.

      Carth surged to the surface and climbed back onto the ship. When she was there, she squeezed the water out of her clothing, frowning as she tried to decide what she would need to do.

      “Did you find anything?” Alayna asked.

      “Nothing obvious.”

      “If it were anything obvious, we would have sunk by now,” Alayna said.

      “That was my take too.”

      “Waconia it is, then.”

      “Why do you want to go there?” Talia asked. She had climbed down from the mast seat and watched Carth with a strange interest.

      “We’re sinking.”

      “Sinking?” Her gaze drifted to the dinghy tied to the aft of the ship. Carth could practically see her trying to gauge how they would fit all four of them and the supplies needed to keep them alive for the duration of time needed to get into shore. Doing so in a dinghy would be difficult. They could row, and Carth could use her connection to magic to enhance her abilities and speed the dinghy along, but it was possible that they would not make it before one of them died.

      “Sinking. I can’t find what’s wrong, which means we have to head into port, and Waconia is the nearest port to us.”

      “Why don’t you want to go into Waconia?”

      “Rumors, mostly.” Carth looked from Talia to Jenna. “See if you can help bail water.”

      Talia hurried off, and Carth took a station next to Alayna, looking out over the sea. It was much more obvious now that they were moving more slowly, as if carrying some heavy cargo—which was what it really was like.

      “Maybe we can bail enough to avoid Waconia,” Carth said.

      “I thought you said that wasn’t likely.”

      “It’s not,” Carth said. “It’s just that I worry about Jenna, and I worry about what Talia might do in the city like that.”

      “I thought you trusted her.”

      “On a ship with only the three of us, I trust her. You get into a place like Waconia is rumored to be, then I’m less certain.”

      “We could have left her behind.”

      “Not if we wanted to draw Linsay away.”

      Alayna shot Carth an amused glance. “I know that it’s about more than simply coaxing Linsay out. If that were all that it was, you didn’t really need to have her here. Your leaving and spreading rumors of searching for Elder Stones should have been enough to do that.”

      Carth watched Talia as she carried a bucket of water up and poured it over the rail. Jenna followed, watching Talia with suspicion. If nothing else, Carth knew that Talia wouldn’t be able to pull something on Jenna. Jenna might slit her throat before she had the chance to do so.

      “You want to save her.”

      “I think everyone deserves a chance to be saved,” Carth said.

      “Not everyone can be saved, even if they have a chance,” Alayna said.

      That might be true, but it didn’t make it any easier for Carth. She had to believe that she could help Talia, and that she could eventually trust her the same as she trusted everyone else that worked with her, but was that true? Could she trust her the same way? Would Talia be forever influenced by her sister? Or could she move past that influence?

      Jenna appeared with another bucket and whistled softly, drawing Carth’s attention.

      “You need to see this, Carth,” she said.

      After Jenna dumped her bucket of water over the edge, she motioned for Carth to follow her. They reached the smugglers’ hold and Jenna pointed inside.

      “Where’s Talia?” Carth asked.

      “That’s why you need to go in there,” Jenna said.

      Carth climbed back in. There was still water up to her knees, and it was dark, dark enough that it made it difficult for her to see clearly despite her removing of the shadows. Talia stood in the middle of the smugglers’ hold, staring at something.

      “What do you see?”

      “I’m not a ship maker,” Talia started.

      “I would never accuse you of that.”

      “I think… I think the ship is coming apart.”

      Carth frowned. “I didn’t see anything from the other side.”

      “Maybe I’m wrong,” Talia said.

      With her enhanced eyesight in the dark, Carth doubted that Talia was wrong, which made her even more uncomfortable. “Just describe what it is that you do see.”

      “Where the planks of wood come together, there are these strange openings here. I wouldn’t have noticed them other than they are different than what I see in my cabin.” Talia looked over to Carth. “And I’ve stared at those often enough that I recognize how they should look.”

      Carth still didn’t see what Talia did and she reached for the plank, running her fingers along it. The wood was mostly smooth, but it was the spacing between them that troubled her and told her that what Talia saw was exactly right. There was something wrong with these planks, and it was almost as if the ship was coming apart.

      “This isn’t accidental, is it?” Talia asked.

      Carth breathed out an annoyed sigh. “No. This isn’t accidental.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      Carth glanced above her, where the door to the smugglers’ hold was. Jenna would be there, and likely she was listening. Would it matter if she heard what Carth suspected? Would she react in a way that would put her in danger?

      Carth trusted Jenna, but she also knew her friend and knew the way that she might react. She didn’t want to place her into a circumstance where she might be agitated enough to take her frustration with Linsay out on Talia.

      “Let’s get back above deck,” she said.

      “You don’t want us to keep bailing water?”

      Carth ran her fingers along the seam. She could feel water seeping through. Even in the time that they had been there, the pressure through the cracks had increased. How much longer would it be before they failed entirely and water rushed in?

      “I’m not sure that it matters, not anymore. Let’s get back above deck.”

      Talia looked around her one more time, running her hands on the planks, and she nodded.

      Carth let her head out first, and then she followed, jumping back above the hold and closing the door. Jenna watched her, a frown creasing her brow.

      “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that we need to reach port quickly.” Jenna watched Carth for a moment before her gaze drifted past her and over to Talia. She stared at Talia for long moments before turning away and heading up the stairs.

      “So, Waconia?” Talia asked.

      Carth sighed. “Unfortunately.”
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      Even the bay appeared dirty. Carth surged them forward, using controlled explosions of shadow and flame, combining them to force the ship forward as quickly as she could. They were laden with water and floating low, much lower than she was comfortable with. When they reached the harbor, she allowed herself to feel reassured that they might finally be fine, but reaching the harbor was only part of what needed to happen. From there, they needed to find someone who could repair the damage.

      Carth scanned the harbor, looking for signs of a shipyard, and saw what appeared to be a dingy-looking covered building on the edge of the city. She veered the ship in that direction, hating that they would rely on some stranger to repair the ship—and for their safety. As they pulled the ship in, an older man hobbled out and helped them tie up to the dock.

      “You can’t dock here,” he said. He had a gruff voice, and his eyes darted around, dancing off the faces of each of the women on the ship before settling on Alayna. “This here is—”

      “A shipyard, yes?” Alayna asked. She cast a sideways glance at Carth, and there was a hint of mirth in her expression. Carth didn’t mind being neglected. It was almost better that the man thought Alayna in charge. It would allow Carth to stand back and observe. Then again, maybe he was right. As much as she had been captain, Alayna had taken control of this ship.

      It wasn’t the Spald. Linsay had taken that from her. It was even more reason to find her.

      But then, didn’t she want for Alayna to take the lead? That was what she had been guiding her toward, so it was good that she had become the captain. It suited her.

      “And why do you need a shipyard?” the man asked.

      “We’re taking on water. We need someone to figure out why. It seems as if we have a leak in our hold.”

      “And you’re the captain?”

      “Are you expecting someone else?” Alayna asked.

      The man flicked his gaze around at each of them before once again settling on Alayna. “You’ll do. Do you have money to pay for any repairs?”

      Alayna nodded to Carth, who pulled a bag of coins from her pocket. “We have money,” she said.

      The man eyed Carth, considering the bag, as if he could somehow weigh exactly how many coins they had and whether it would be enough. Carth had no idea what repairs might cost, or whether they even had enough money for what a man like this might charge. Would they need to find additional funds? Carth wasn’t above stealing, especially if there were men of the reputation that she suspected were in Waconia.

      “I can’t tell you how much it will cost. Not until we do a full assessment.”

      “How long?” Carth asked.

      The man glanced to Carth before turning back to Alayna. “Don’t know. Maybe a couple days. Maybe a week. Could be longer, depending on how damaged your ship is. Typically, when ships are taking on water, there’s hull damage that needs to be repaired. Something like that is pretty easy to do, and can take only a couple days.”

      “That’s not the damage.”

      The man looked at Carth, as if he wanted to snap at her, but he bit back whatever retort he might have said. “Maybe not. Maybe so.”

      They all disembarked, and they headed into Waconia, leaving the ship to the shipyard. Alayna stayed behind, speaking to the man. Carth watched for a moment, smiling to herself. Alayna had really come into her own. Carth would have to let her captain her own ship soon, and that would be beneficial to them, giving them another person who could navigate the seas as well as Carth—or possibly better.

      When Alayna returned, she shook her head, muttering under her breath. “Stupid man.”

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, just the sort of thing you would expect with a man like that. He seems to think that we might have been responsible for what happened. He wants to blame inexperience for us taking on water, as if that were why the ship was suddenly coming apart at the seams.”

      “Maybe he blames you for being a woman,” Jenna said with a dark laugh.

      “Yes, I’m sure the weightiness of my breasts is causing our ship to sink,” Jenna said, slapping her chest. “Let’s get a drink before I feel the need to go back and shout at him.”

      They wandered the road along the harbor. The harbor itself was dirty, and dingy, much worse than many such places that Carth had visited over the years. There were dozens of ships in the harbor, most anchored with smaller boats that could be rowed up and tied to the docks, though some of the smaller ships had sailed all the way into the harbor. There was a bustle of activity along the docks, mostly from men transporting goods off ships and bringing them into the harbor. She noticed carts laden with fish and merchants pushing other wares, but even they appeared dirty.

      “I don’t like this place,” Talia said, pitching her voice low.

      “I don’t think we’re meant to like this,” Carth said.

      “It reminds me of Asador,” Jenna said.

      “Asador is much cleaner,” Carth said. “And I’ve never had a feeling that I might get sick just walking along the harbor.”

      “There is the same sort of casual chaos in Asador as there is here,” Jenna said. “At least, there was.”

      Carth shrugged. Much of the chaos had settled with Carth’s influence. There were layers of people who now helped in Asador, and most of them worked on Carth’s behalf, or for those who sided with her. She had influence in Asador, and it had cleaned up some of the violence and crime and, most importantly, had eliminated the abductions that had taken place prior to her arrival.

      “Even in its worst day, this is nothing like Asador,” Alayna said.

      They wandered along the streets until they found what appeared to be a busy tavern. They made their way inside and found it half-occupied. When they took a seat, an elderly man made his way out and looked at each of them skeptically.

      “Just you?”

      Jenna glared at the man. “Who else should we be expecting?”

      The man shrugged. “I thought maybe—”

      Jenna leaned forward. “You thought that maybe we needed someone else to watch over us?”

      “Are you eating anything? Or did you just come here to catch some sailor’s eye?”

      Carth looked around the tavern and realized that there were no other women. They were it. In most taverns that she had visited before, there were at least some women, even if they were there to provide companionship. That had never bothered Carth, so long as they did so voluntarily, but this tavern was different.

      Carth reached underneath the table and tapped Jenna on the leg. When Jenna looked her way, Carth shook her head slightly, trying to get her to settle herself. She didn’t need Jenna to get so angry that she caused problems for them.

      “Just food. Maybe a few mugs of ale.” Carth slid a stack of silver coins on the table, and the man eyed them.

      “Women can’t drink. You can have cider, but that’s it.”

      He turned and left Carth and the others sitting there, watching him depart.

      “What kind of place is this?” Alayna asked, looking around. “Even in my homeland, there’s a little more flexibility than what it seems like there is here.”

      “I am not exactly sure,” Carth said. “I don’t know anything about Waconia other than rumor.” She hadn’t known it to be like this. Maybe they were lucky to have found a shipyard willing to take on their repair.

      When the man returned carrying a tray, he set food down in front of each of them, and Carth tapped Jenna again, silencing her before she made some comment about the paucity of food.

      When he was gone, Jenna glared at the table. “We would’ve been better off eating on the ship,” she said.

      “Maybe,” Carth said. “But aren’t you glad we’re here?”

      “Why? So we can see just how poorly other places would treat us?”

      Carth shrugged. “Sometimes there’s value in seeing how other places would treat you so that you can be thankful for the luxuries that we are accustomed to.”

      “Luxuries? I’m not sure that I would equate the ship to anything luxurious.”

      They fell into silence, and each of them began picking at their plates. It was mostly vegetables, with a meager helping of a stringy meat. Carth frowned at it, taking a bite and finding the texture to be unpleasant, not that she had expected anything different. She ate, forcing herself to consume all of it, and when her plate was empty, she pushed it away, looking over at the others. “We need to find a place for the night.”

      “Not here,” Jenna said.

      “Not here,” Carth agreed.

      They left their coins on the table and stood. As they started out of the tavern, someone grabbed Carth’s sleeve. She spun and saw a small man with dark eyes leering at her.

      “Going so soon?” he asked.

      Carth grabbed his wrist and pried his hand off her arm. “Trust me. You don’t want me to remain here.”

      The man looked down at his hand, and a wide grin spread across his face. “Oh, I’m thinking I do. Not enough women with any sort of spine to them here.”

      “Probably the way you like them.”

      Alayna stepped forward and placed herself between Carth and the man. “Why don’t you return to your table and drink a little more?”

      “Why don’t you return to the table with me? I have a few boys who don’t mind a tall woman.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to handle this tall woman,” she said.

      The man leered at her. “I didn’t say that I would be trying to handle you. I’m just saying that I have someone with me who would be more than willing to take good care of you.”

      Alayna opened her mouth, but Jenna reacted quickly. She jammed her fist into his stomach, and the man doubled over. She spun, kicking him in the side of his knee, and he dropped, screaming.

      Carth grabbed Jenna and pulled her back. “Not like that.”

      Jenna shot her a look. This was Carth’s fault for allowing Jenna to attack in the last tavern. Maybe she had made a mistake there.

      “You heard what he said,” Jenna said to Carth. Carth was pushing her out of the tavern, and the man continued to scream. Alayna scanned the tavern, and Carth suspected that, like her, Alayna was concerned that one of the others in the tavern might decide to attack. They didn’t need to draw that kind of attention, especially without a way of getting out of the city. They needed to remain inconspicuous—at least as inconspicuous as they could.

      “I heard what he said, just as I heard that Alayna had taken care of what she needed,” Carth said. “If anyone would have reason to be upset, it would have been her.”

      Jenna glared at the man. “I don’t regret it,” she said.

      Carth pushed her outside the tavern. When they were outside, and when Alayna had managed to get out as well, Carth forced Jenna along the street.

      Three men appeared at the doorway of the tavern. Carth glanced at Talia. “Take Jenna from here.”

      “Where?”

      Carth glanced at the men. “I don’t care. Just take her away from here.”

      Talia nodded, and Carth turned back to the approaching men. She spread her hands out in front of her open palms and smiled a placating smile as only as she could. “I’m sorry for my friend. She was picked on by her brother.”

      The nearest man, a tallish man with salt-and-pepper hair and a thick goatee, tried to look past Carth, but Alayna positioned herself in a way to block his view of Jenna.

      “Brother?”

      Carth nodded deliberately, looking at the men. The leader looked to be the most dangerous of them, but even he wouldn’t be much of a challenge for her. “He would always assault her. She has such terrible dreams from that time. I’m sure you can understand how she might react.”

      “What were you doing in the tavern anyway?”

      “We only wanted to eat.”

      “Eat? There are better places for that,” he said.

      “Such as?” Carth tried to sound as innocent as possible but feared that already she had drawn the wrong kind of attention.

      “Such as the women’s tower.”

      “We’re new to the city. Please excuse us for not knowing where we are supposed to have gone,” Carth said.

      The man glanced at his companions. “She will have to pay reparations to him.”

      “What kind of reparations?” Carth asked carefully.

      “For assault? Usually that involves servitude. We will have to let him decide.”

      “He gets to decide?” Alayna asked.

      “You think it should be otherwise?”

      “I think he should not have—”

      Carth grabbed Alayna and pulled her behind her. “You’re right. She shouldn’t have said anything. We will wait to hear what reparations your friend requires.”

      The man considered her for a moment, and then he nodded, as if everything were now settled.

      Carth pulled Alayna away, dragging her toward where Talia and Jenna had gone.

      “Tell me you’re not really going to allow him to make a decision about Jenna.”

      Carth’s face twisted in a sour expression. “I wouldn’t dream of it, but we don’t need to give them the impression of anything other than acquiescence. She’s already going to have drawn notice, and that’s not the kind of thing we need, especially not in a city like this.”

      “I didn’t realize that it was so…”

      Carth sighed. “I didn’t realize that it was so either.”

      They caught up to Talia and Jenna, and Jenna was still steaming, storming along the road along the harbor, making a point of not looking over at Talia. When Carth appeared, she rounded on her, arms crossed over her chest.

      “You didn’t want me to defend Alayna?”

      Carth glanced over to Alayna. “I think that Alayna can defend herself, don’t you?”

      “She can, but you heard what he was saying.”

      “He wasn’t going to take her,” Carth said. “If it came even close to that, I would’ve ensured that he not have that chance.”

      Jenna breathed out heavily. “It’s just that I know what she’s been through with men like that.”

      “As do I. I’m not willing to let anything happen to any of you, not if I can help it. Besides, he was just a man who was too far into his ale to know better.”

      “Wait. You don’t think he should have been wanting to bring me to his table?” Alayna asked.

      Carth snorted. “I’m sure you would have provided excellent companionship, but no. I don’t think he should have brought you to his table.”

      “I imagine he would’ve been a little disappointed in my companionship, anyway.”

      Talia considered Alayna for a moment. “Why is that?”

      Alayna flourished one of her knives before slipping it back into one of her hidden sheets. “I think he would have been disappointed.”

      Jenna sighed, finally calming herself as she looked at Alayna. Somehow, Alayna managed to soothe her in ways that Carth couldn’t. When Jenna turned back to Carth, she frowned. “I’m sorry, Carth. I know you want us to be calmer and to control ourselves, and I should have done that better. I’ll do better the next time.”

      Carth nodded. “I know that you will.”

      “Where to now?” Jenna asked.

      Carth looked around the section of the harbor. They couldn’t remain here, not without drawing additional attention, and she was interested in finding out a little more about the women’s tower. Why would they have a place like that? What would they intend for it?

      There was only one way for her to find out.

      “Since we have time in Waconia, I think that I would like to explore a little bit.”

      “Explore?”

      “They seem to have a very distinct role for women here. I think it’s appropriate that we learn what it is.”
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      The women’s tower wasn’t so much a building as it was a section of the city. Waconia was built into a steep rocky coastline, and the women’s tower was near the peak of a hill leading up and out of the city. There were a series of buildings here, each of them with steeply sloped roofs, and all of them well-maintained, much better maintained than the buildings along the harbor. Paint appeared to have been freshly put on, and there were other decorations here.

      “It seems that the women take better care of the city than the men,” Alayna said.

      “Is that all that surprising?” Carth asked.

      Alayna chuckled. “Not surprising, but considering the way they seemed almost offended by our presence in the harbor, you would think that perhaps they might want to have women around them, especially if they’re going to care for the city as well as they seem to here.”

      “What do you want to find here?” Jenna asked.

      She had grown increasingly somber the higher they climbed through the city. It had been a steep climb, the road sweeping around, cutting through what appeared to be mostly homes, though they noticed some distant larger manor houses arrayed on the side of the slope. There were few people in the street, certainly not as many as Carth would have expected, and most of them wore dirty clothing and had the same somber air to them that they’d seen near the harbor.

      “I don’t know what I intend to find, but we have days before we could even check on what might’ve happened to the ship. We might as well take full advantage of that time.”

      “Where do you think we should start?” Alayna asked.

      It was hard to know. In this part of the city, there didn’t seem to be any particular pattern that would help her determine what they should be doing. Carth searched for movement, anything that would signal a place where they would find activity, but she didn’t see anything.

      “Maybe we should start by figuring out where everyone is.”

      “Can’t you just use your ability?” Alayna asked.

      Carth looked around her, sending a brief pulse of power outward. “We’ve been in Keyall so long that I have started to forget about it.” There was a time when she would’ve used her ability immediately and would have reached out, searching for where she could find the predominance of people, but since she had been in Keyall, she had begun to avoid using it, mostly because her ability had been ineffective for helping her determine anything. Most of her magic had failed in Keyall.

      Carth sent a pulse of her connection to the flame surging away from her. Not surprisingly, it washed over Talia, and she was practically unaware that she was even there. It flowed along the street, and Carth picked up on the location of others nearby.

      “There,” she said, pointing to an unassuming building.

      Alayna frowned. “Are you sure? Why would they choose a place like that to congregate?”

      “Probably because the men might mistreat them if they knew where to find him,” Talia said.

      Alayna let out an angry laugh and nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      They made their way along the street and stopped at the building. Carth glanced at the others and pressed her hand on the door, sending another pulse of flame through it. All she needed was to detect where the others were, and she counted a dozen different people inside. Would they all be women? Was that where they went in the city?

      “What do you detect?” Alayna asked, standing next to Carth.

      “A dozen. Maybe more.”

      “This can’t be all of them,” Alayna said.

      “I don’t think it is, but this is the first place where we’ve picked up on more than a few people.” In the other buildings that Carth had detected, there were one or two people in each of them, not enough to draw her attention. Whatever was behind this door was what they were looking for.

      “Do we just walk in?”

      “What would happen if someone just walked in on us?”

      Alayna arched a brow at Carth. “They would end up with a knife in them.”

      “Maybe it’s the same here.”

      Alayna chuckled. “With the way we saw the men down in the tavern? I doubt very much that those women have the spine to stand up to men like that.”

      “They would have been dealing with them for a long time. It’s my experience that women tend to hide their strength, thinking that they have to.”

      “Most of them don’t have as much strength as you do, Carth.”

      “But most are stronger than men like we encountered down in the city recognize. I think we need to be prepared for the possibility that they are perhaps a bit stronger than those men would realize.” That had been her experience everywhere she had gone, and she had taken advantage of it, using those women who needed someone to help them. Carth had been more than happy to help in whatever way she could.

      “Then we knock,” Alayna said.

      “Then we knock.” Carth rapped on the door and waited.

      They didn’t have to wait long. Within a few moments, the door swung open and a young woman with golden hair stood behind the door and considered Carth for a moment. She flashed a smile that never reached her eyes. “May I help you?”

      “We’re not from Waconia and were told that we needed to come to the women’s tower.”

      “You don’t need to come here. If you’re just passing through, there’s no reason for you to be here.”

      “We don’t know how long we will be here,” Carth said.

      The woman watched Carth before realizing that the others with her were arranged in a half circle behind Carth. “Where you from?”

      “Each of us is from a little different place,” Carth said. “I come from a land far to the north. She is from Elaeavn,” she said, motioning to Alayna, “and she is from Cort.” She pointed at Jenna. It was better to claim Cort than where she actually was from. That would invite even more questions.

      “What of her?” She pointed to Talia, tipping her head to the side. “She looks to be more of a southern woman, especially with the darker skin and hair.”

      “Keyall,” Talia said.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Keyall? That’s quite south. What are you doing here?”

      “Passing through,” Alayna said. “We had some troubles with our ship and had to bring her in for repairs. We were hoping that we could find a place to stay for a few nights while the ship is being worked on.”

      “You could stay on your ship,” the woman said.

      “There aren’t any inns we could rent for a few nights?” Carth asked.

      The woman flashed another smile that never reached her eyes. “I’m afraid Waconia is not like some of your northern cities,” she said.

      “No, I can see that it’s not,” Carth said. “That doesn’t change the fact that there should be someplace for us to spend a night or two.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

      The woman stepped back and pushed the door closed.

      Carth stared at the door for a moment before turning and looking at her friends, an incredulous look on her face. “Well. That was interesting.”

      “There has to be someplace for us to stay,” Alayna said.

      “I’m quite certain there is. Just as I’m quite certain that she knows a lot more than she’s letting on.”

      “Why do you say that?” Talia asked.

      “She seems familiar with geography. It’s more familiarity than I would expect from someone who is isolated as it seems they are. With that familiarity, I suspect that either she has traveled or she has studied.”

      Carth turned and looked around the street. They needed to find someplace to go for the night, even if it meant squatting somewhere. The longer she was here, the more intrigued she was, curious about what was taking place within the city. There was something going on, and she had a sense that the women intended to keep it from the men, though why would that be?

      Carth smiled to herself.

      “What is it?” Talia asked.

      “A thought I had.”

      “I imagine that feels quite remarkable for you,” Alayna said.

      Carth gave her a half glare. “What if the women are separated not because of the men but because of their choice?”

      “You think that they chose this?”

      “I don’t know, but consider me intrigued.”

      “Even if you’re intrigued, we still have to find a place to stay. The taverns might feed us, but it doesn’t sound as if they’ll put us up for the night, and I’m not all that interested in staying on the ship, not with that shipyard man and the way that he looked at us,” Jenna said.

      “He was too old to be looking at you the way you seem to think,” Alayna said.

      “You are too busy playing up the role of captain,” Jenna said.

      “Playing?”

      Jenna shrugged. “What happens when Carth pushes you back?”

      “You two need to stop,” Carth said. “Besides, I’m not pushing Alayna back. She’s probably a better sailor than I am.”

      They started down the street, and Jenna was shaking her head. Carth noticed movement behind her and pushed out with a faint connection to her flame magic. She used the barest amount she could, only enough to detect whether there was someone there are not, and she picked up on movement once more. She hadn’t imagined it.

      “Alayna was the one who nearly sank the ship,” Jenna said.

      “I don’t disagree with you there,” Carth said.

      Alayna feigned a look of shock. Carth was pleased that Alayna was playing up her role, helping draw Jenna back out. They needed the Jenna who would make jokes and insult them. That was the Jenna they had lost in Keyall. Maybe it was simply getting away from the city that helped Jenna.

      “I blame Carth. She’s the one who set up the ship with her boyfriend.”

      “Alistan appeals to me nearly as much as the shipyard man appealed to you,” she said to Alayna.

      Alayna grinned. “Would that upset you?”

      Carth could only shake her head. She continued to focus on the movement behind her, trying to pick up on who might have been back there. She suspected that whoever followed her was the woman from the building—or someone who was with her.

      “Let’s find a place we can stay,” she said, nodding slightly toward Alayna.

      Alayna’s eyes narrowed and she followed the movement of Carth’s head. Her green eyes flashed for a moment, and Carth wondered what she Saw. They hadn’t taken advantage of Alayna’s abilities lately, relying on chance and on Carth’s planning, but it was times like this when Alayna would really become useful.

      “Why don’t you to go and see if you can find us a place?” she suggested to Talia.

      Talia glanced at Jenna and frowned. “What do we do then?”

      Carth whistled softly. “The same as you would have done in Keyall.”

      Talia opened her mouth as if to argue, but Jenna grabbed her and pulled her along the street. “I’ve learned it’s best not to argue with Carth when she gets like that. Besides, let the two of them have some time alone. It’s been far too long.” She winked at Talia.

      Talia’s eyes widened slightly and she glanced from Carth to Alayna. When they left, Carth turned to Alayna. She lowered her voice. “Someone’s following us.”

      “You want me to loop around?” Alayna asked.

      Carth nodded. “Though, it would be nice to have some time just to talk with you. It’s been… too long since we had time like that.”

      Alayna smiled, and when she did, it softened everything about her. Normally she was all hard edges, though not nearly as hard as Jenna. “You better be careful, or you’ll make Talia upset.”

      “I hope that we can grow to trust her.”

      “I hope she can move past what her sister did to her. It still troubles her, you know. I see the way that she looks at everything, the hurt and anger that’s in her eyes. It’s the same way that I looked at things after you rescued me.”

      “You didn’t hold on to your anger for too long, and you didn’t wonder whether you should go back to your captors.”

      “You think that Talia would return to Linsay?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I think she struggles with, too. I suspect Talia wonders what she might do, and whether she would follow Linsay if her sister came to her or if she would remain with us.”

      “She’s useful in a fight,” Alayna said. “She has quite a bit of skill throwing those knives of hers.”

      “When I first met her, she threw more than a few at me.”

      “I doubt that would have harmed you.”

      “Maybe not harmed, but it certainly did slow me.”

      Alayna flicked her gaze down the street. “I see them. You keep going, and I’ll bring up the rear.”

      Carth nodded to her friend, and she started off. She didn’t fear so much for herself as she walked alone, but she did fear for Alayna, especially having her going off without Carth. Alayna could handle herself, but until they knew what they were dealing with in the city, Carth wondered if it was wise for them to split up. Maybe they should stay together the way that she’d asked Talia and Jenna to stay together. Then again, she wanted to know if she was being followed, and if she was, she needed to know who was following her and what they hoped to accomplish.

      She hurried forward and turned a corner, ducking into a space between two buildings. Both were painted in unusual colors, one of them blue, the other a sea green. Most of the buildings in this section of the city were painted in a similar fashion. And most of them had more color than she was accustomed to seeing. It was almost as if the women had painted them this way to create a separation, a division, between their world and that of the men.

      She waited, and when no one came, she drew on the shadows and jumped to the rooftop.

      From this vantage, it was easier to see the streets. Were it darker, she might be able to move more easily and wouldn’t have to worry about keeping herself concealed, but she could draw shadows around her and not worry quite as much here that someone would pick up on her presence.

      Carth dampened her footsteps with the shadows. She crept along the roofline, surveying everything beneath her, and saw no sign of movement or of who might have been following her. The only thing she saw was Alayna moving carefully, but not as concealed as Carth within the shadows.

      Carth waited for Alayna to turn a corner, ducking into an alley and waiting much like Carth had done, before jumping back down to the street.

      “I didn’t see anything,” Alayna said when Carth removed the veil of shadows.

      “No. I don’t think we were meant to.”

      “You’re still convinced that we were followed?”

      Carth nodded.

      “How did they do it without us seeing them?”

      Carth glanced the buildings. Could they be moving from one building to the next?

      “Maybe I underestimated Waconia. Maybe we’ll find something much more interesting here than I ever expected.”

      “Interesting has never made me feel that comfortable,” Alayna said.

      Carth smiled. “Unfortunately, interesting is pretty much all we find.”
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      Night had settled. Carth waited on a rooftop, scanning the streets, waiting for Alayna to return from the harbor and waiting for word from the shipyard master. She wasn’t sure what they would find, and a part of her actually hoped that it would take a few more days for the shipyard to complete their work so that she could figure out what was taking place in Waconia.

      Jenna crouched next to her, and Talia sat on the other side. Neither spoke.

      “How much do you see?” Carth asked Talia.

      “I see everything,” she said.

      “Tell me when you see Alayna returning.”

      They hadn’t found anything in the street, and there were no signs of the women. Really, there was nothing that indicated why the women had excluded them. They had found no place to sleep other than an abandoned building that Carth thought they could use, but it would require them each taking watch. She would have much preferred sleeping in an inn, finding a comfortable bed, maybe something better to eat than what she had been fed in the tavern, but that was not to be.

      “Stay here and watch.”

      “Where are you going to go?” Jenna asked.

      “There has to be something here I’m overlooking. I need to satisfy my curiosity.”

      “Alone?” Jenna asked.

      “I can move more quietly by myself,” she said.

      “Maybe, but should you?”

      “Just keep an eye out for Alayna. She might be annoyed that I’ve done this,” Carth said.

      Jenna laughed softly, and the sound died out in the quiet of the night. “Now I understand why you’re doing it this way. You need to do it before she returns and yells at you.”

      “That is a consideration,” Carth said.

      Jenna laughed again. “You realize that it won’t change anything, not with her. She finds out that you went off by yourself, especially if she finds out you went and broke in someplace, she’s going to be angry that you thought you needed to do it alone.”

      “The alternative is leaving one of you two alone. Talia has the eyesight to keep you safe, and Jenna has the fighting skills.”

      “Hey. I have fighting skills, too.” Talia slipped her knife out from a hidden belt before slipping it back into place.

      “I don’t doubt that you do.”

      She didn’t want to share with Talia that she also didn’t want to leave Jenna roaming alone, fearful of what she might do if she encountered someone else. The brief cloud that crossed over Jenna’s face told Carth that the other woman suspected anyway.

      Carth took a moment and then jumped from the rooftop.

      In other places, she had used the rooftops as a way to navigate the city, but in Waconia, it wasn’t that she wanted to move undetected—at least not completely so. She wanted to know where the women of the city had gone, and why they seemed to be hiding from her.

      Carth moved openly, not shrouded in shadows, and not bothering to hide the sound of her feet, simply walking along the streets. She started to make her way gradually toward the harbor, thinking that it should appear that she had been in the women’s tower and was now departing it.

      At night, the colorful buildings were just as bright, and she noticed a clear demarcation where these buildings stopped and the more drab and dreary buildings began.

      She’d only gone a few steps when the sound of someone behind her caught her attention. Carth continued, pretending as if she didn’t notice, not sure why someone would suddenly follow her here, at the border between the women’s section of the city and the dirtier part of Waconia.

      As the sound of the person following her came closer, Carth readied her magic, prepared to push out with it and knock back whoever might be following her. She didn’t need to kill them, and probably didn’t even need to incapacitate them, but only needed to push them away if they intended to harm her.

      Someone grabbed at her arm, and she spun around.

      A thin, dark-haired woman stood in front of her. “What are you doing?” the woman asked.

      “Just out for a walk,” Carth said. She did her best to mimic the woman’s accent, trying to hide her own northern accent so that she wouldn’t pick up on the fact that Carth was not native to Waconia. She wasn’t sure how convincing she was.

      “A walk? You know the rules.”

      There were rules?

      “I do. I’m sorry.”

      The woman grabbed Carth again and pulled her back up into the women’s section. Carth didn’t resist, allowing herself to be led away. This was what she had wanted.

      “When the Cason hears of this, you will regret wanting to take a ’walk.’”

      “Please. You don’t have to tell the Cason.”

      The woman glanced over at Carth. Carth had used the faintest hint of shadows to conceal her features. Maybe the woman wouldn’t realize that she didn’t recognize Carth, or if she did, maybe there were enough other women around who were unfamiliar to her that it wasn’t such an issue.

      “If I don’t tell her and she finds out, it will be me instead of you.”

      They passed by a series of yellow buildings. It was the first sequence of similarly colored buildings that Carth had noticed. It still seemed odd to her that she would recognize the colors even at night, that her eyesight would have improved so much that she could pick up on that, but it had. It was more than her pulling away the shadows; while she did so somewhat, that was partly unconscious, and done so that she could strengthen herself and be ready for any attack.

      The woman continued to march Carth through the street, and they turned a corner, heading even higher up the hillside than they had been before. The buildings here were all of a fairly uniform size, and most of them were two stories tall. Each of them had a very sharp peak to its roof, which would make it difficult for her to climb along the roofs.

      As they came to a stop, Carth noted a soft whistle splitting the night.

      She swore to herself, and the other woman glanced over.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      Carth cocked her head, listening for another whistle, but none came. She couldn’t abandon her friends, but at the same time, she was about to find out what she had wanted to know. If she left now, would she have another chance like this?

      Carth doubted it. If she were to break free now, it would only raise more questions, and if the women were out patrolling the streets, as it seemed that they were, they would send word to each other that there was a person like Carth out in the city.

      If the whistle didn’t come again, she could at least feel more comfortable that she was not abandoning her friends.

      It never came.

      “It’s nothing,” Carth said.

      “It didn’t sound like nothing.”

      The woman had a stern voice, and it reminded her of the way the blond-haired woman had greeted them at the doorway. There had to be some sort of hierarchy here, though it didn’t appear to be age related. The woman who had met them at the door had been young, and this woman was not much older.

      Could they have particular abilities that would rank them differently?

      There didn’t seem to be any magical abilities in the city, but she could be wrong about that. It was possible that there were abilities and she just hadn’t noticed them.

      She hadn’t noticed anything about the people of Keyall, though theirs was more of a resistance to Carth’s natural abilities. There were other magics that she could detect, and maybe they had something like that.

      The other possibility was that they were enhanced, using natural concoctions the same way that Boiyn had used them, creating enhancements that gifted people with similar abilities to those of natural magic.

      The woman pressed her hand on a door of an orange building. Carth had thought the building was made completely of wood, but as she followed the woman in, she noticed that it was stone. Had they painted the stone, or had they found some strange naturally occurring orange stone?

      She didn’t get the chance to consider it for too long. The other side of the door was brightly lit, and lanterns were set into alcoves, giving an orange glow to everything. A table lined one wall near the door, and two chairs were set near a hearth, though the hearth was not lit. Another doorway was at the back of the room, and the woman led her toward it.

      “You could just let me return,” she said to the woman. She thought that anyone captured would react with resistance, and Carth had to act the part.

      “You know that I can’t.”

      The woman pulled a key out of her pocket and unlocked the door, motioning Carth inside. This room wasn’t as well lit as the other, and she led Carth through it and to another room, this time with only a chair in the room. She motioned for Carth to sit, and when she did, she left, locking the door behind her.

      Carth waited a moment, counting to ten before she stood and tested the lock. It was a firm lock, and she thought that she could trigger it with the shadows, but now she was curious.

      Since coming to Waconia, she had been curious about many things. The city was supposed to be violent, run by smugglers and thieves. In the lower section of the city, it had seemed exactly that, but it was not at all that kind of place in the upper level of the city. Could that have been a front to keep people from discovering anything in this section?

      Carth waited, wondering how long it would be before someone appeared.

      Who was this Cason?

      She was someone of power, and someone that the others feared.

      When the door opened, a woman with freckled cheeks and a touch of red to her otherwise auburn hair looked in on her. She appeared meek more than anything else. Not the Cason.

      Carth sat with her hands clasped in her lap, trying to look appropriately chastised. “I’m sorry,” she started.

      “You are to come with me.”

      Carth stood and followed the young woman. They made their way down the hall, and Carth leaned toward her. “What’s going to happen?” she asked, trying to sound frightened.

      The woman glanced over her shoulder. “You know the rules,” she said.

      “I do.”

      “Then you know what will happen. It’s more likely than not she will use you as an example.”

      “What’s happened with other examples?” Carth asked.

      The woman frowned for a moment. “They’re not heard from again. She doesn’t tolerate mistakes, not like that.”

      Carth sighed. Whoever this woman was, it was increasingly obvious that she was dangerous. The people feared her, which meant that Carth would have to be careful. Maybe she should have taken Jenna’s advice and not come alone.

      Yet Carth still thought she could get free if it came to it. She didn’t doubt her ability to fight her way to freedom, but doing so would mean that she hurt people that she had no interest in harming. It was better for her to wait and see what she might encounter. Maybe this person she was being brought to meet would be benevolent. Maybe she was trying to protect the women here.

      “You need to be quiet now,” the woman said.

      “I didn’t realize I was being loud.”

      “Just say nothing. Maybe she will be more forgiving than I’ve seen her in a while.” The woman shrugged, and it seemed as if she doubted that were likely.

      She was led into another room. This one was larger and had a series of chairs along the wall, with a massive chair in the middle. Carth frowned at that chair before realizing that wasn’t where she was intended to go. That had to be for the Cason.

      “When will she be here?”

      “That’s not for you to question.”

      “I thought I should be allowed to know—”

      The woman raised a hand, almost as if she were going to strike Carth.

      All of this for discipline because she’d been walking in the streets? That seemed harsh, much more so than anything that she would have deserved.

      “You will learn what you are meant to learn when you are meant to learn it.”

      They were hard, and Carth normally appreciated strength, but what she was witnessing was something beyond mere strength. It was abuse.

      The young woman waited next to Carth, and it took a while, but a few others began to enter the room. They took seats along the back row. One of them was the woman who had found Carth in the street. Each of them was youngish, none with any gray in their hair, a fact that Carth found somewhat surprising. If there was a woman who led them, wouldn’t it be age that guided some of it?

      Once again she wondered whether there was some sort of power that she’d overlooked. What if these women had some sort of magical strength that she hadn’t determined?

      Gradually, the room became even busier. There were others who came in, and each of them took a place along the back wall. No one spoke.

      The one woman had mentioned that they would make an example out of Carth, but she hadn’t realized how much of an example.

      Now there were other women who were coming in, and they were all even younger, few outside of their teen years. They were placed along another wall, filling the room.

      Thoughts of escape turned to concern about how she could escape. If it came to it, was she willing to fight her way out from so many women? Most of them were incredibly young, and all reminded her of the kind of women that she had always intended to save, offering her protection.

      Who was this Cason?

      Carth waited, beginning to feel some anxiety. She didn’t relish the idea of needing to try to find a way to escape, but she was curious about how these women had been organized in this way and what the purpose to that organization was.

      A soft murmur came across the gathered women, and a door along the back wall opened. Carth waited. Now she would see this person who had made everyone so afraid.

      As the face appeared, Carth felt her heart flutter.

      “Linsay?”
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      Carth stood before Linsay while the other woman sat on what could only be considered a throne. The massive chair engulfed Linsay, and she rested her arms on either side of it. A playful smile tugged at her mouth, and Carth had half a mind to leap at her and knock the smile off her face, but the six women behind her prevented her.

      “You found me.” Linsay lounged back in the chair, seemingly unconcerned that Carth might try to do anything.

      “Why here?” She resisted the urge to look around, feeling the weight of the women behind her watching, as if weighing her.

      “Why this room?” Linsay asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Why Waconia?”

      Linsay shrugged. “You had such success with your network. I thought it only prudent that I develop one of my own.”

      “That’s what this is about? That’s why you wanted me gone? It was jealousy over my network?”

      Linsay glared at her. “Jealousy? Ah, Carth, but you still don’t understand.”

      “I understand well enough. I see the way that they fear you. My network is built upon trust and shared concern for each other.”

      “And mine is built on concern for me,” Linsay said, leaning forward. “Which is better?”

      “How long have you been here?” Carth tried to think about how long ago Linsay had escaped from the cells in Keyall, but it couldn’t have been long enough for her to have acquired this degree of power.

      “This?” She waved her hand around her, and Carth could feel the women backing up. They feared Linsay. “This is nothing. It takes very little time to consolidate power.”

      Carth thought about what she’d seen. All the fresh paint and the appearance within the city began to make a different sort of sense. “You came directly here after escaping.”

      “You still don’t understand. That’s good.”

      Could it have been longer? Carth didn’t see how, but the way these women were organized spoke of time that Linsay wouldn’t have had recently. “Waconia has a reputation that I thought would be beneficial for my plans.”

      “You wanted smugglers?” Carth asked.

      “I could care less about smugglers. Much as I could care less about slavers. It’s how they can be useful that matters.”

      There was something to the way that she said slavers that put Carth on edge. Had Linsay known about the slaver attack as soon as they left Keyall?

      Could that be how Linsay had damaged the ship?

      That seemed too much, even for Linsay, but if she had been gone from Keyall for as long as it seemed she had, then it was possible that she had been responsible for it.

      “I’m surprised that you would choose Waconia to visit, Carthenne, unless you thought that you could reform it. You might find that Waconia is a little more resistant than many of the cities you visited.”

      “We had a little difficulty with our ship,” Carth said.

      “Did you? I hope you didn’t lose any of your friends.”

      “No. I did not.”

      “And where are my sister, Jenna, and Alayna?”

      Carth stared at her, unwilling to say anything that might reveal to Linsay where the others were. If it came to it—if Carth were somehow captured by Linsay—then she might need her friends to help her escape.

      “How did you do it?” Carth asked.

      “Do what?”

      “How did you escape?”

      “How long do you think I was held captive?”

      Carth frowned. “You were there for months,” Carth said.

      A hint of a smile played on Linsay’s mouth. “Was I? Months? Perhaps you should have been more diligent with your visits.”

      Carth frowned. She hadn’t spent much time visiting Linsay, not after she had first captured her. Carth had been more interested in trying to understand the Elder Stones, and whether there was something of power hidden in other places. She had spent far too much time with Alistan.

      Could Linsay have escaped long before?

      But no. Carth had spoken to her only a few weeks before.

      “You’re trying to figure out when we last had a conversation.”

      Carth nodded.

      “Good. I’ll admit, I expected you to discover my absence long before you did. Once I learned the trick, it was a simple matter to get myself free and place an imposter in the cell, and from there, I was able to disappear. It has been an interesting game, returning to Keyall periodically.”

      Linsay had been still playing a game with Carth. She had thought their game was over when she had placed Linsay inside a cell, but that hadn’t ended the game at all. It had merely changed the pieces on the board.

      “You willingly went into the cell?”

      Linsay smiled and Carth’s heart sank.

      Had she ever been a prisoner?

      Carth had to believe that she was. There would have been no reason for Linsay to remain captive if she could escape.

      “You surprised me once, Carthenne. I will give you that much. And once I figured out how to get out, I wasn’t a prisoner. I suspect it was much the same way you felt.”

      “And how did you get free?”

      Linsay pushed off the armrests of the chair and flipped up into the air before landing in front of Carth.

      Carth’s breath caught. That was not the Linsay that she knew. She had never been a fighter, and had never been that skilled… unless she had enhancements.

      She had been wondering about the hierarchy here, but now it made a different sort of sense. As she looked around, studying the women, she thought that she understood. There wasn’t any natural magic. Not here. And there was a hierarchy, but it was dependent upon the nature of the enhancements each person had.

      “You used Boiyn’s work.”

      Linsay snorted. “Boiyn. He was dangerous. Perhaps the most dangerous person you ever employed.”

      “He beat you.”

      Linsay glared at her.

      “And that’s why you destroyed the Spald. That’s why you killed him.”

      “Do you think I sank the Spald because I didn’t like the ship? No. I needed a way to conceal the fact that all of Boiyn’s work was gone. I had found a place where there were others who trained with such knowledge, and they have helped me hone it in ways that I doubt Boiyn was ever willing to consider.”

      “Only because Boiyn worried about side effects. Don’t you fear the side effects? Many of these concoctions can have—”

      Linsay leaned toward her, silencing Carth. “Many of Boiyn’s might have had side effects, but none of these do. They are safe. And they grant strength that these people have never experienced. I have given them that strength.”

      Carth thought she understood the commitment these women had to Linsay. She had given them gifts that they feared losing.

      “Are you certain? Boiyn didn’t think his had side effects either at first.” Carth remembered vividly how distraught Boiyn had been when he had learned how the elixir had lingered within Jenna, and she had remained haunted by the effects from it. That had been the mixture with the worst side effect, though others might have had problems also. That was one thing Boiyn had struggled with, and the reason that Carth had been reluctant to use enhancements. If she didn’t know how the enhancement would alter her, she wasn’t willing to consume it.

      “They have been tested extensively.”

      “You mean that you’re allowing others to test them before you try them.”

      Linsay stared at Carth. “Do you think that you will convince the women who work with me that they should fear what I have created? They are given what they have not dreamed of before. There is power and strength, and they understand that there is a cost to it.”

      Carth wouldn’t be able to convince these women that Linsay didn’t have it right, especially as they had been given something that Carth wouldn’t have been able to offer. Maybe when she’d worked with Boiyn, there would have been possibility that she could have offered something more to them, but without the promise of enhancements, there really wasn’t anything for her to offer.

      Other than safety.

      That had been what Carth had offered everyone. It had been the reason that her network had stayed with her, wanting the promise of safety and knowing that Carth would be able to live up to it.

      If she were to convince these women to side with her, she would need to offer them safety, but to do so, she would have to convince them that they didn’t have it under Linsay.

      Was that even true? With the enhancements that Linsay offered, it was possible that they were safer with her than they would ever be with Carth. It was possible that everything that they wanted was offered to them by Linsay.

      That didn’t explain the strangeness that she’d seen from the women. There was fear to them, and it was the kind of fear that only came from uncertainty.

      No. These were not women who were confident with their positions and unconcerned about what their leadership might do to them. These were women who feared Linsay.

      Carth needed to help them.

      Only helping them would be difficult, especially with as tightly integrated into the city as Linsay appeared to be. She must have been at this far longer than Carth realized.

      How had she kept it from her?

      “I can see that you’re working through the consequences of this,” Linsay said. “But there is nothing that you can do to counter my network. In fact, had it not been for you, I don’t know that I would’ve had the idea for this network.” She smiled at Carth, and Carth shivered despite knowing that she should better control her reactions, especially with someone like Linsay. That reaction was exactly what she wanted. “You unwittingly provided an answer to a problem that I had struggled to solve.”

      Carth took a deep breath. She still had a connection to her magic, which meant that she could escape. And she would, but not yet.

      “What is it that you want?” Had Linsay wanted to kill her, it would have been easy enough for her to have done so. The fact that she didn’t seem interested in killing Carth meant that there was something else that she was after. Could it be that she was motivated by revenge? Did she want to hold Carth captive now? Or was there something else that Linsay was after?

      “What do I want? You ask as if you haven’t been exposed to it time and again, Carthenne. What have I ever wanted?”

      “When I first met you, I would’ve said that all you wanted was safety. I provided that to you when you had none. Now? Now I don’t know what it is that you’re after. You’re the Collector, so it’s likely power that you seek, though with these enhancements, I don’t know how much more power you think you need.”

      Linsay leaned forward, and she wore a tight sneer on her face. “Power? Is that what you think this is about?”

      “I think that’s what you’re after.”

      Linsay shook her head. “You have seen the effect of a gathering of power. You’ve experienced it firsthand.”

      “The Hjan?”

      Linsay nodded. “They were the first collectors. They have accumulated knowledge, and through that, they have accumulated power, and it has made them fearsome, enough so that even the great Carthenne Rel struggles against them.”

      “There are accords with them.”

      “For how long?” Linsay leaned forward, the edge of a dark smile parting her lips. “How long do you think you can maintain the accords? You have taken great pains to ensure that the accords remain, but at a certain point, even your effort will fail. Eventually, the one you know as Danis will violate the accords.”

      What was she getting at? Linsay had not been there when Carth had forged the accords, and she had not seen the way that Carth had played Danis into submission. Without Carth, Danis would still be terrorizing others, maintaining his connection to everything that had happened in the north.

      “Danis won’t dare to violate the accords, not while I’m around. Are you saying that you intended to remove me so that the accords fail?” Carth didn’t know what purpose that would serve. The accords kept more than just the people she cared about safe. In some ways, the accords managed to ensure that Linsay was able to attack and gain her strength. Without what Carth had done, Linsay would never have managed to attain the position that she had. The Hjan would long ago have stopped her.

      “Do you really think that Danis cares about you and the things that you claim to have accomplished?” Linsay asked.

      Carth considered Linsay again. Did she know something more about Danis than what Carth knew? She spoke of Danis in the way of someone who knew him, and Carth was quite certain that he had taken great pains to ensure that few people did. It was part of what made him dangerous. He was the green-eyed man who had managed to evade her for so long.

      “I think Danis understands that he can’t attack, not with me in place. And if your intent is to attack me, then you’ll do nothing other than allow him to gain even more power.” Carth regarded Linsay for a long moment. “Unless that is exactly what you seek.”

      Linsay smiled. “If you only knew what I sought, you wouldn’t be asking such a question. And here I thought you were a much better player than you have turned out to be.”

      “You’ve withheld from me what you want, other than the fact that you’re after power that you should not have.”

      “And you should have it?” She arched a brow at Carth. “Who decides who is allowed to have power? Is it you? And if so, why? When did you get to decide who is granted access to the power in this world? Why are you the one who keeps that?” she asked.

      Carth stared at Linsay. What was the answer? It wasn’t a straightforward question, and Linsay knew it, much as she knew that her asking was not so much for Carth’s benefit as for the women arranged on the other side of Linsay, women who Linsay had helped find strength and power. Without Linsay, they wouldn’t be granted any power, and so she needed to prove to them that she was in the right so that they would continue to support her.

      Carth smiled. There was nothing else that she could do other than flash a smile.

      “I only seek to ensure that power is used the way that it should be.”

      “And my question remains the same. Why are you the one to decide? I find it interesting that those with power often try to regulate who else gains it. It’s almost as if you think that your having power grants you that right. What would have happened had you never been able to gain your connection to power?”

      “I was trained by the A’ras, and—”

      Linsay laughed, cutting her off. “I have heard your story often enough to know it in my sleep, Carthenne Rel. You were trained by the A’ras, and you were banished from them because they believed that you had attacked them, and you went on to learn from a Tsatsun master, a man who, from everything I’ve been able to determine, no longer lives.”

      Carth clenched her teeth before she reacted in a way that would reveal too much to Linsay. The last she had seen him, Ras had still been alive. Nothing could have happened to him, as he was a part of the C’than.

      “And you went on. If what you have told all of us over and over again is true, you faced the Blaphel. Of course, you referred to them by little more than a nickname, devaluing the knowledge they possessed as you destroyed centuries of their culture. You believed that your strength was more valuable than theirs.”

      “I presume you mean the blood priests, and if so, you should know the story of what they did as well as I. I didn’t hide from you—or anyone—the ways that the blood priests used their power. They sacrificed—”

      “Sacrifice? Such a loaded term, especially from someone like yourself who has forced others to sacrifice. Do you think it possible that those who were claimed by the Blaphel allowed them to use them willingly?”

      If Carth didn’t know that Linsay was saying this for the others’ benefit, she would have become angry, but Linsay wasn’t subtle with what she said, and Carth knew that the other woman was only playing a game.

      This was another move in the game, her way of attempting to maneuver Carth in such a way that she felt as if she had to react. Carth couldn’t allow herself to react in the way that Linsay wanted.

      In order to beat Linsay, she had to be unpredictable.

      With as knowledgeable as she seemed about Tsatsun, it would be difficult for Carth to be unpredictable in a way that would outsmart Linsay. Yet, Carth had one advantage that Linsay did not. She had seen—and read—books that Alistan had collected on Tsatsun. Many of the works were among the oldest that Carth had ever seen. Linsay might be the Collector, and she might have seen some of them, but could she have seen all of them?

      Carth doubted it.

      Many of them had strategies that Carth had never considered. There were whole works that had come from the originators of Tsatsun, scholars who had created the game. Many of those strategies were simplistic, but that might be what Carth needed to surprise Linsay. Complex strategies, such as Carth was accustomed to, would be more easily countered by someone who had studied them. But if Carth used different techniques, those that she would consider too basic, it was possible that she could unnerve her.

      Carth needed to maneuver the Stone. That was the winning move in Tsatsun, and in this game, the Stone was represented by the women that Linsay had gathered. Linsay had made the first move by gathering these women to her, but that didn’t mean that Carth didn’t have a chance to counter.

      Linsay won them over with a representation of strength, and Carth didn’t think that she would have such an advantage. But there was an alternative. She could show true affection, could show the person that she was and the way that she intended to help those who worked with her.

      Wasn’t that how she won over everyone else who served with her?

      Debating with Linsay was not going to succeed. Not now. What she needed was time. From there, she could learn what Linsay wanted, and she thought that she just might be able to play the game. But it would be a difficult game, and one that placed others in danger.

      Carth fixed Linsay with a hard stare, knowing that Linsay had to know what Carth was considering. “What is it that you want? There’s something that you’re after, so let’s stop playing games and simply tell me what it is.”

      Linsay grinned. “Stop playing games? But, Carthenne, weren’t you the one who always said that everything is a game?”

      “Not when it comes to the people you care about.”

      Linsay smiled and tipped her head, a silent acknowledgment of Carth’s gamesmanship. “Perhaps not. But this is a game I think you will enjoy.”

      “Why?”

      “Because in this game, you get to protect someone you care about.”

      “Who have you captured now?”

      “It’s not who I have captured, but the result is the same. I think that you will be quite interested in helping them.”

      Carth waited. Could Linsay have captured one of her friends from Asador? Could she have taken control of someone else within Carth’s network? And if she had, did Carth have any choice but to try and help them? She didn’t think that she did. If it was someone who worked with Carth, Carth had an obligation to do anything that she could to help them.

      “Who is it?”

      “Why, it’s your old mentor. It’s Ras.”
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      Carth sat along the shore, looking out at the sea as the waves lapped softly against the rocks. She stared into the distance, her mind reeling. How was it that Linsay had outplayed her again? Every time Carth thought that she was making a move that would position her in such a way that would protect those she cared about, Linsay somehow countered and managed to maneuver herself into a position where Carth was forced to react yet again.

      Small boats moved out of the harbor, most under sail, but some rowed, likely fishermen heading out for the day’s catch. There was a certain comfort in seeing normalcy of movement in the harbor; despite everything Linsay had done to gain control of the city, and everything that she had done to exert her rule and ensure that others within the city did as she wanted, watching fishermen provided a welcome reprieve. She had been sitting here for most of the night, wanting nothing more than the comfort of watching the fishermen, not able to return to Jenna and Alayna—not yet.

      What would she say to them? How could she explain that Linsay had beaten her again? She was supposed to be the one to protect others, and she was supposed to be the one who outplayed others, but in this, Linsay had managed to outmaneuver her multiple times.

      “Were you going to join the rest of us?”

      Carth turned. Alayna stood behind her, her arms crossed over her chest. In the growing light of the morning, her green eyes had a faint sparkle to them.

      “Eventually,” Carth said.

      “Eventually?”

      “I found her.”

      Alayna took a seat next to Carth and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Linsay? She’s here?”

      Carth nodded. “She’s here. And she’s the reason the women have segregated themselves the way that they have.”

      Alayna groaned. “Don’t tell me that she thinks to recreate the same sort of network that you have.”

      “Unfortunately, I think that’s exactly what she intends. She claims that I gave her the idea.”

      “The idea to help the people of the city?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know if the people of the city needed protection or not. I don’t know whether she rescued them from something”—and if she had, could Carth object? Hadn’t that been the sort of thing that she had wanted to teach?—“or whether she is simply using them.”

      “You know she’s using them, Carth. After everything she did, and the way that she used us, there isn’t another possibility. All she really is after is using these people.”

      “Like I said, I think that’s the most likely, but it’s still possible that she might have some altruistic motives.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      Carth gave her a tired smile. “I’m not.”

      “Do you know what she’s after?”

      “She made it quite clear what she was after. Or rather, she made it clear who I should be after.”

      “Who?”

      Carth turned her attention back to the sea. If Ras had been captured, she had to help him. He had been more than her mentor. He had taught her about Tsatsun, and had taught her that there were other ways to power than simply the strength that she had developed. It was because of Ras that she had begun to understand the real key to power. Without him, Carth didn’t think that she ever would have understood that, not the way that he managed to teach her.

      “Someone who meant a lot to me and who was responsible for my education.”

      “Someone within the A’ras?”

      Had it been the A’ras, would Carth have cared? She hadn’t seen Master Invar in years, but had he needed her, she thought that she would have found a way to help him.

      “It’s not the A’ras. I’m not sure how much Linsay even knows about the A’ras.”

      Linsay had invoked the name, but had she actually known anything about them, she would have been more cautious in doing so. The A’ras were not to be trifled with, especially in Nyaesh. Not only were they fearsome and skilled swordsmen, but they were connected to what they referred to as the flame, the same sort of power that Carth connected to when she reached for the S’al.

      “This is the man who taught me how to play Tsatsun.” She looked over to Alayna. “Somehow, she has captured Ras.”

      “I’m so sorry, Carth.”

      They sat in silence for a while, and daylight began to stream over the horizon. Carth finally shook herself, standing.

      “How do you know that he was actually captured?” Alayna asked. She looked up at Carth, her arms still wrapped around her knees and a deep frown on her face. “With what you’ve told me, and what we know of Linsay, isn’t it possible that she’s only telling you something to get you to react in a specific way?”

      Carth smiled at Alayna. “Maybe you’re better at Tsatsun than you let on. Linsay wasn’t the only one pretending with her skill.”

      Alayna stood and she jabbed a finger in Carth’s chest. “I’m only doing what you’ve told us to do. Haven’t you said we need to think like our enemy? Well, if I were Linsay, and I wanted you to do something for me, it seems like I would tell you that I had someone close to you regardless of whether I did or not. Either way, you would be likely to do what I wanted,” she said.

      “You’re right. Except, she has promised that she would provide proof.” Carth wouldn’t have believed Linsay otherwise, and Linsay would have known that. “What’s more, I’m not even sure that she’s the one who has him.”

      “If not her, then who? Who would want to capture Ras?”

      Carth had given it quite a bit of thought, raising the same question. The Hjan wouldn’t have gone after him. Doing so would have violated the accords, especially as Carth had included the C’than within the accords. And she wasn’t convinced that it was Linsay. Linsay might have gone after Ras, and Carth would have understood, especially with his knowledge of Tsatsun, but Carth had a hard time believing that she would have succeeded. Ras would have known what she was after, wouldn’t he? He was such a master of Tsatsun that Carth still wasn’t certain whether she had ever beaten him, or whether he had only convinced her that she had beaten him.

      “That’s all part of Linsay’s mystery. She tells me that he’s captured and claims that she’s interested in helping him escape, but hasn’t yet told me what she will require in exchange for that knowledge. There will be a price.” For something like that, there was always a price, Carth didn’t know if it was one she was willing—or able—to pay.

      “Did she give you any idea of when you’ll know?”

      “We’re supposed to meet her at noon today.”

      “We?”

      Carth nodded. “I suspect that’s part of the price. She wanted to see us. All of us.”

      Alayna gasped. “But Talia…”

      “I know. I don’t know what Talia will do when we tell her that her sister is here, and that she wants to see her. I don’t know how she’ll react.”

      “Carth, she’s been hesitant about this from the beginning. She’s been so much a part of what has happened to her, and so caught up in everything that Linsay did to her, that it’s hard to imagine that Linsay won’t be able to manipulate her back into the fold.”

      “I think that’s what Linsay intends, but what if it’s not possible? What if she’s had enough time with us to recognize the value of working with us?”

      “I don’t think it’s so much of value of working with us, so much as it is trying to understand everything her sister did to her. Think of what you told me about Danis. The way that the Hjan controlled people when you faced them. I think what Linsay did to Talia is similar to it.”

      “You think that she was manipulating her sister in such a way that she was controlling her mind?”

      Alayna shook her head. “Nothing quite so dramatic as that, but I do think that Linsay has an influence over her sister.”

      “What if we have a stronger influence?”

      “Do you think that we do already? We haven’t been working with her long enough for us to have that much influence over her. Maybe in time, that will be different, but right now? I just don’t see that being the case.”

      “She has a right to know that Linsay is here. We’re going to need her involvement, especially if we’re going to get to Ras.”

      “And you intend to go after him.”

      “I have to.”

      “Even if it means that Linsay will be connected to him?”

      Carth had to smile. There was more to that comment than she would have expected from Alayna. It was the first consideration that Carth had had. She feared connecting Linsay to Ras as well because of his skill with Tsatsun. If Linsay wanted a master to challenge and didn’t think Carth posed enough of a challenge, it made a sick sort of sense that she would manipulate Carth into bringing Ras to her. If Carth did that, she was only doing what Linsay wanted, and not necessarily what was actually needed. It was even possible that Ras was in no danger and didn’t need her help. If Carth went after him, and if she subsequently brought Linsay to him, then she could be responsible for placing Ras into danger. That was something Carth was not interested in.

      “We won’t know until we meet with her. If she has proof, then I will need to do what I can to help him.”

      “What kind of proof will make a difference to you?”

      That was a good question, and one that Carth didn’t have an answer to.
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      Carth led the others toward the women’s tower, making their way slowly along the street. Talia had been silent since Carth had revealed Linsay’s presence, much as she had expected. Carth continued to watch her. There was a part of her that wondered whether Talia had known that Linsay would be here. If so, could she trust her?

      Jenna had a tension to her that never left, as if she were a spring wound up tightly, ready to explode. Alayna remained on Carth’s left, keeping mostly silent as she walked, and every so often she would glance over at Carth, as if she were more concerned about Carth than the other women with her.

      As they went, Carth became aware of others joining them along the street. They remained hidden, concealed within buildings, but Carth could detect their presence, recognizing them as pressure against her connection to her magic.

      “How many are watching us?” Alayna asked.

      “You don’t want to know,” Carth said.

      Alayna glanced over. “That many?”

      Carth nodded. There were dozens all around them. Enough that were they to have the need to escape, Carth doubted they would be able to do so very easily. It would require fighting, and it would require attacking women that Carth had no interest in doing, especially not if her intent was to protect them from Linsay.

      The streetscape began to change, the brightly colored buildings becoming more visible, and with it, the tension to Talia increased. Carth quickened her steps and caught up to Talia. “You could remain by the harbor,” Carth said.

      “Could I?” Talia asked. “I thought you said she wanted me there.”

      “That’s what she said, but I think I would have been able to protect you from it.”

      Talia glanced over at her. “I’m beginning to think that you can’t protect me from my sister at all.”

      Talia turned away from Carth and continued forward, ignoring Carth. What was there to say? Talia was right. Carth hadn’t been able to protect Talia, regardless of what she’d wanted to do. She had intended to offer protection to her, but there had been very little that she had been able to do that had protected Talia. Everything that she had attempted had only brought her deeper into Linsay’s plans.

      Alayna rested a hand on Carth’s arm, and she shook her head. “She’s not mad at you. She’s mad at the situation.”

      Carth stared at Talia’s back. “No. I think she’s mad at me, and for good reason. I had promised to protect her, and I’ve not done that. All I managed to do is continue to place her in Linsay’s machinations, despite everything that I thought that I could do to outsmart Linsay.”

      “Maybe it’s not about outsmarting Linsay.”

      Carth glanced over.

      Alayna nodded to Talia. “For her, maybe it’s not about outsmarting Linsay. Maybe it’s more about offering what her sister hasn’t been able to offer her.”

      They reached a tall building painted a deep blue. There was nothing unique about the building other than its color, and nothing about it that screamed that it would be the place where Linsay led her network, but this was where Carth had seen her before. This would be where they would find the Cason.

      The Collector.

      When they paused at the door, Jenna’s hand went to her side, reaching for one of her knives. Tension filled her body, and she didn’t move. “This is it?” Jenna asked.

      “This was where I met her before,” Carth said.

      “I expected something more flamboyant from her. Maybe a palace, or an entire block of the city.”

      “She’s never wanted flamboyancy,” Talia said.

      Carth glanced over. “I wouldn’t say that she’s never wanted flamboyancy.”

      “You don’t know her the way that I do,” Talia said.

      “Careful,” Jenna warned.

      “It’s okay. I don’t know her the way that Talia knows her, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t know Linsay. My knowledge of her is different than yours, but that doesn’t mean it’s inaccurate.”

      When Carth reached for the door, Alayna leaned toward her. “Are you sure this is what we want to do?”

      “We need to know what she’s after,” Carth said. “I need to know whether she did something to Ras.”

      “And once we do? If it seems as if she’s after Talia, or if she’s intending to harm you again?” Alayna asked.

      “I won’t allow that,” Carth said.

      “It might not be up to you,” Talia said.

      She pushed past Carth, opening the door. The room on the other side was empty, though a thick woven rug spread across the floor. Two small tables were set on either side of the room, with lanterns resting on them. They glowed with soft orange light, creating all the light that was in the room.

      “Through here,” Carth said. She led them through the room and past another series of doors. The sense of others near them remained, though she didn’t see anyone.

      They continued from room to room, Carth remembering the way that she had come last time, and after a while, the others with her began to look a little less certain.

      “How far are we going?” Jenna asked.

      “All these buildings are interconnected. This was the way I knew how to get in.”

      They stopped at the door leading into what Carth could only consider a throne room. She paused with her hand on the door, certain that there would be others on the other side of the door, ready for whatever Linsay might have in mind for them here.

      “She’ll be here,” Carth said. “Don’t do anything impulsive. And please, know that I will do everything I can to protect all of us.” The last was more for Talia’s benefit, but Jenna nodded, some of the tension leaving her shoulders.

      They entered the room. As she had before, Carth saw Linsay sitting on the throne, lounged back, as if waiting for Carth and the others to appear. A playful smile curled her lips as they entered, and her gaze drifted past Carth to her sister. Talia immediately tensed, and Carth worried what she might do.

      Arranged around the walls of the room were the dozens of women that Carth had detected before. They all stared at her, none of them moving, but there was something to the way that they watched Carth and the others that gave her reason to hesitate.

      “What’s wrong with them?” Alayna whispered.

      “Enhancements,” Carth said.

      “All of them?”

      “All of them. She used what Boiyn taught and changed it, somehow adding to it and making them something else.”

      “Welcome, sisters. It feels like it’s been so long since we’ve had time together,” Linsay said.

      “As agreed, I have brought everyone here to you,” Carth said.

      Linsay flashed a smile. “As agreed? So formal. I thought that my sisters would want to see me again. After everything that we’ve been through, I thought that they would appreciate the opportunity to see how well I’m doing.”

      Jenna leaned forward, and Carth took the other woman’s hand. Linsay couldn’t help but smile.

      “Don’t tell me that you’re still angry about the little game I played with Carthenne. How else was I supposed to challenge myself? Carthenne has been so helpful to all of us, and has said that she wants nothing more than to help us grow as people. My growth has required me to challenge myself and to discover whether Carthenne is really the master of Tsatsun that she has always claimed.”

      “You’re half the woman that Carth is,” Jenna said.

      “Were that the case, you wouldn’t have been my guest for as long as you were.”

      “Guest?” Jenna asked. “You captured us. You tormented us. You would have—”

      Alayna was the one who attempted to silence Jenna by pulling on her arm, something Carth had not been willing to do. Having Jenna and her anger was beneficial, especially for these other women, so that they could see just how much Linsay had hurt others. They needed to witness that it wasn’t only Carth who had been injured by Linsay, and then hopefully they would see that Carth offered an alternative. She wasn’t convinced that it would make a difference, especially not unless—or until—she was able to offer them anything similar to what Linsay offered them.

      “They always try to silence you,” Linsay said, glancing from Carth to Alayna. She studied Alayna the longest. “You have such valuable insight, and they never allow you to share it. Were you to join with me, I wouldn’t silence you quite the same way.”

      “And in what way would you silence me?” Jenna asked.

      Linsay feigned a look of shock. “I wouldn’t silence you at all. I value all of the women who work with me. Without them, where would I be? What would I be?”

      “Why did you want me brought to you?” Talia asked.

      “I’ve missed you.”

      Talia shook her head. “You used me to help capture them.”

      “I didn’t use you for anything. I helped with your training. I wanted to ensure that you were given an opportunity to learn.”

      “Learn what? All I’ve learned is that both of you think to manipulate and use others.”

      Linsay almost smiled. “I would not use you in the same way as Carthenne. You are my sister—my true sister. I need you to be a part of everything that I do. Without you, none of this would be possible.”

      A part of Carth worried that Linsay would be able to sway Talia, and that if she did, there might be little that Carth could do. She couldn’t force Talia to remain with her, but she thought that she might need Talia, especially as she went to save Ras.

      Of those who had come with her, Talia was the one person whose response Carth wasn’t sure of. Would she remain angry at what she perceived Linsay had done to her? Or would she decide that their sisterhood meant more to her?

      “You used me,” Talia said again.

      “I think you were the one who used me. Look at what you were able to discover. And you didn’t share that with me. I should be hurt, but all I want is to have my sister with me again. That’s all that matters to me.”

      As Talia flushed slightly, Carth realized that Linsay had gotten to her. Regardless of whatever else would happen, and whatever else Linsay might say, Talia now doubted. She had used Linsay to gain access to the powers of Keyall. Had she not, Talia would not have the same enhanced eyesight in the darkness and the same resistance to Carth’s magics.

      “You asked me to bring them to you,” Carth said. “And here they are. Now, what happened to Ras?”

      Linsay leaned forward, a smirk now on her face. “Yes. The one thing that Carthenne cares about more than anything else. Tsatsun. Her mentor. Even more than those she works with, and those she claims to protect, she cares about gaming.” Her voice had shifted, taking on a disappointed tone toward the end. “Considering how very much she cares for this man, when I heard word of his disappearance, I knew that I had to get it to her. I knew that she would stop at nothing to help him.”

      “You’re probably the one who abducted him,” Jenna said.

      “Abduct? No. I wouldn’t do anything like that at all. Even were there a point to that, I wouldn’t harm Carthenne in such a way.”

      “How long do you intend to persist with this?” Carth asked.

      “Persist with what?”

      Carth glanced around at the women. All of them were watching her and seemed unconcerned about anything that Linsay had shared. They were all completely on Linsay’s side.

      And was it any different than how Carth had her network on her side? Were she to go to Asador, would there be such a difference? There would be women there who served Carth unconditionally, and who would do anything that Carth asked of them.

      Carth pulled on the shadows, sending them around her in a way that would conceal their presence from the women arranged around the walls. She thickened the shadows as well, creating a barrier, something tangible so that the others couldn’t force their way through. She heard the soft sounds of murmuring that became an increased agitation, but continued to hold on to the shadows.

      “Now, I think it’s time that we have a frank conversation.”

      Linsay glanced around her, seeming to take in the shadows and the ease with which Carth held them, and her smile faded. The almost congenial expression disappeared, and she fixed Carth with a hard stare. “And with that, you have already lost,” Linsay said.

      “Lost? This is not part of the game,” Carth said.

      Linsay cocked her head to the side. “No? I thought in your mind, everything was part of the game. Isn’t that why you had wanted to come here? Didn’t you think to come to Waconia so that you could find me, and then—”

      “You’ve already dropped your act, and the rest of us know you too well to care. What did you do to Ras?”

      Linsay regarded each of them for a moment, her gaze lingering on Talia the longest. Talia returned her stare before dropping her eyes to the floor.

      “As I’ve told you, I didn’t do anything to Ras. I thought that you might be interested in learning of his disappearance.”

      “And I am. But why are you willing to share that with me?”

      “Must we have such anger between us?”

      “Normally I would say no, but considering what you’ve done to the rest of us, I don’t know that there’s any other response that we’d be capable of,” Carth said.

      “No other reaction? I think Talia has another reaction. I see in her a great sense of hesitation. I wonder what you shared with her. How have you poisoned her mind? How have you poisoned her against me?”

      “I haven’t poisoned her against you. Everything that she thinks about you has come from your actions.”

      Linsay smiled. “My actions? No. I was telling you the truth when I said that I have missed you,” Linsay said to Talia. “I’ve worried about you. And I understand why you concealed what you did from me. Considering what you must think of me, it’s only logical that you would have decided to hide from me what you had discovered.” Linsay stood from her throne and approached Talia. She reached her hands out, and after a moment of hesitation, Talia took them. “You could join me here, sister. I have need of someone with your skills.”

      “My skills? I don’t only want to fight.”

      Linsay shook her head. “I don’t want only to fight either. I need your mind. I’ve always benefited from talking through things with you. Without you, there is no clarity of thought. It’s because of you that I have been able to accomplish all of this.”

      Talia started to glance back, but Linsay took her hands and squeezed them.

      “Remain with me. We can work together.”

      “But Carth—”

      Linsay looked past Talia, an expression of concern on her face. “Carthenne would understand. If she really cared about your well-being, she would understand how you need to be with family.”

      “Talia,” Alayna started.

      Linsay looked over to her. “Are you so much like her now that you speak on her behalf? I know that you want nothing more than to be like Carthenne, but don’t be like her in this. Let Talia make her own choice, not the one that you would make for her.”

      “She’s not making her own choice. She is making the choice that you want for her,” Alayna said.

      “Isn’t she? Has Carthenne twisted her mind so much that she can’t even make a choice on her own?”

      “Carth hasn’t twisted anyone,” Alayna said.

      “No? Even as she abused Jenna?”

      Jenna tensed. “Carth has done nothing other than try to help me,” she said.

      “Help that involved sedating you so that you wouldn’t draw any more attention to her and what she planned. That sedation carried with it side effects that have been detrimental to you. Is that the way that she helped?”

      Jenna clenched her jaw, and she fell silent.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything, Carthenne?” Linsay asked.

      “What is there to say?” Carth asked. “It seems as if you’ve said everything there is.”

      “So you agree?”

      “It depends,” Carth said.

      “On what?” Linsay asked.

      “On what you think I’m agreeing to.”

      “You agree that Talia should make her own choice.”

      Carth looked over to Talia. She could see the anguish on Talia’s face and the difficulty that she had with choosing. “I want nothing more than for Talia to have the freedom to choose. That’s what I want for everyone. Unlike you, I have never wanted to make a choice on behalf of someone else, regardless of what you claim.”

      “There are times when choice is detrimental,” Linsay said.

      “Are there? In my experience, you will find that others will work with you more effectively when they are given the choice rather than forced. When they’re forced, you’re more likely to find that they don’t have the same passion that they would otherwise. I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “On the contrary. I understand completely, which is why I expect you to choose to work with me.”

      “Carth would never choose to work with you,” Alayna said.

      Linsay looked over at her. “No? Then I don’t think you understand Carthenne quite as well as I do.”

      A chill worked through Carth. It felt as if she were playing into Linsay’s hand, and that everything that she had thought to do, every way that she had thought to counter, Linsay had already anticipated and had maneuvered around her. Had it not been involving her, it would be impressive, but as it was, Carth feared what she had in mind.

      “Why would I choose to work with you?” Carth asked.

      “Because I know how to find Ras.”

      “Which is the reason that we’re here.”

      “It is.”

      Carth regarded Linsay for a long moment. She noticed the set to her jaw, and the hardness to her eyes. There was something about it that made it clear that Linsay did know where Ras would be found. Had she found him on Odian? What she needed was to send word, to confirm whether something had happened to him, but she couldn’t do it in a way that would reveal his presence to Linsay if she didn’t already know where to find him.

      “And by saying that, I presume that you don’t intend to tell me where to find him.”

      “Tell you? Carthenne, I need to show you.”
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      The ship appeared no different than the last time Carth had been on it, though there was no longer the sense that it was gradually sinking. The stink of tar hung in the air, and it mixed strangely with the scent of the water and of the sea. If nothing else, the tar scent overwhelmed the stench coming off the shipmaster.

      They were tied up to the dock, and the ship rocked softly with each wave that came through, pushing them against the docks. There was movement along the docks, that of others from the shipyard scurrying along the dock and out toward other boats. Some carried coiled lines, while others brought paint or buckets thick with black tar, and still others carried folded sails.

      The timing of word that the ship had been repaired was convenient. Had Linsay known? More than that, had Linsay had some way of influencing it? Considering what she had seen, it seemed likely that Linsay did have some way of influencing it.

      “What kind of guarantee do you have for your work?” Alayna asked.

      The man glanced at her before regarding Carth warily. He hadn’t watched her with quite the same eagerness before, having considered Alayna the captain. Had he heard otherwise? Carth still didn’t know the extent of Linsay’s influence in the city, and didn’t know whether the men in the city feared her or whether she had a more silent type of authority.

      “Guarantee? There is no guarantee. The ship doesn’t sink. If it does, then you can come back here and talk with me.”

      Alayna glared at him. “What did you do?”

      “It’s all very complicated,” the man said, waving his hand. “When you run a shipyard as long as I have, it becomes difficult to explain the nature of your work.”

      “I could explain the nature of my work quite simply,” Alayna said. She took a step toward him and placed her hand on the hilt of her sword. “I make certain that men like yourself don’t try to take advantage of women like myself.”

      The man crossed his arms over his chest. “Your seams were leaking. Whoever had done the work on the ship the last time had done shoddy work. You had a slow leak.”

      “Where?” Alayna asked.

      “Where? I said the seams were leaking.” When Alayna said nothing, he shook his head. “It means that you were leaking from everywhere. Had you not made it here, you would have eventually sunk, and there would’ve been nothing that could have been done. It’s a wonder that you were able to make it here. Most ships with problems like this would have been lost long before.”

      “Most? So you’ve seen this before?”

      The man grunted out a laugh. “I’ve seen many things in my years as shipyard master, but this?” He shook his head. “Nothing quite as extensive as this.”

      “If you—”

      “Pay him,” Carth whispered.

      Alayna took a deep breath and let it out, trying to conceal her frustration. “Fine. I will pay you for your work. If we sink, know that I will return to Waconia, and I will ensure that we have reparations.”

      Alayna pulled a bag of coins from her pocket and tossed it to the man. He opened it and fingered through the coins, his mouth moving wordlessly as he counted them before he tucked it into his pocket and turned away.

      “That’s too much,” Alayna said.

      “It’s fine. It wasn’t our money anyway.”

      Alayna smiled. “I suppose it wasn’t.”

      “And if the slavers are the ones who were responsible for what happened, it’s only right that they be responsible for paying to repair the ship,” Carth said.

      “How do we know that he will have done the repairs he claims?” Alayna asked.

      “I have a feeling that Linsay wouldn’t have allowed anything else. She might have been responsible for us nearly sinking, but I doubt that she would willingly join us on the ship if she was afraid that we might still be in danger of sinking.”

      They climbed onto the deck of the ship. Jenna was already there, beginning to prepare the lines and readying them for departure. They still needed to gather supplies, but Carth wanted to be ready to go as soon as it was possible for them to do so.

      “I still can’t believe that you’re going to allow her to join us,” Alayna said.

      “I think allow might be a bit strong in this case,” Carth said. “I’m not sure I have that much choice in the matter.”

      “Didn’t you tell Linsay that there’s always a choice?”

      Carth smiled. “Sometimes the things that you pay attention to amuse me.”

      “I pay attention to everything,” Alayna said.

      Carth took a deep breath. “You do. And you are far more skilled than she has given you credit for before, but I think that changed.”

      “What do you mean?” Alayna asked.

      “When we met with her, she made a comment that made it clear that she views you differently now. I think we’ll need to be careful on your behalf.”

      “I thought we were always going to be careful on my behalf,” Alayna said.

      “We were, but now I wonder if she doesn’t see you as a threat.”

      “Good. I want her to see me as a threat.”

      “I’m not so sure that you do. I think if she underestimates you, it will help all of us. It’s the same way that her underestimating Jenna will help.”

      “What if she hasn’t underestimated Jenna?”

      Carth watched Jenna work. There was a deliberateness to the way that she completed her task. She moved methodically around the ship, readying everything. She had become a skilled sailor in the time since she had joined Carth, and that skill was what Carth needed, though she wasn’t able to steer the ship like Alayna. Even more than that, Carth needed Jenna’s fighting skill. With everything that they had faced, having Jenna—and her ability to fight—had been crucial to what they intended.

      “Oh, I’m quite certain that she has underestimated Jenna. She thinks Jenna is nothing more than a mindless fighter, barely able to control her impulses.”

      Alayna leaned toward Carth and lowered her voice. “Are you so certain that she isn’t?”

      “Jenna might be impulsive, but she’s so much more than that. Watch her and you’ll see. That’s the sort of thing I think Linsay’s plotting has failed to take into account. She has a keen mind and has been able to manipulate me along the way, and will probably manipulate me even more, but she underestimates those who work with me.”

      “So I shouldn’t let her think that I’m capable,” Alayna said.

      “I think if we can hide from her some of that fact, we maintain at least an edge of advantage. I don’t know how much of an advantage we will have, but any will benefit us.”

      “What about Talia?”

      Carth squeezed her eyes tightly. Talia was the difficult piece for her to know what to do with. For some reason, Linsay continued to want to manipulate Talia, and Carth worried that she wouldn’t be able to do anything to help the woman. She didn’t want to break the connection between her and her sister, but at the same time, she didn’t want Talia to continue to be abused by Linsay. There had to be a balance, though Carth wasn’t sure what that balance would be.

      “With Talia, I think that Linsay has continued to underestimate her sister. I think she was surprised by the fact that Talia had discovered the secrets in Keyall, and I think she was surprised that Talia had managed to keep that from her for as long as she had. Hopefully, we can find ways to continue to have Talia surprise Linsay.”

      “How? Talia has gone back to siding with Linsay. What can we do to work with her?”

      “We can be ready.” Carth wasn’t convinced that Talia had completely been swayed by her sister. There was hesitation, and it was enough that she hoped that in time, she could help Talia find a way to ignore her sister’s influence. But it would have to be Talia’s choice.

      “When they come, can I slip the knife into her when she’s not watching?” Jenna asked, making her way to Carth as she watched the movement along the dock.

      Five figures made their way toward them. Linsay took up the rear position and was dressed in the same color blue as the house she’d occupied had been. Three of the women coming with her had been in the house, and each of them had been silent, but they moved with a lithe sort of grace that made Carth wonder what enhancements they might have taken.

      Talia walked alongside her sister, and there was a set to her jaw evident from the distance. She hadn’t said anything to Carth after they had spoken to Linsay, and Carth worried about what Talia might be feeling.

      “Not until we know where Ras will be found.”

      “And if he’s not been captured?” Alayna asked.

      “We’ll know soon enough,” Carth said. She had sent a coded message through a merchant ship leaving Waconia, and when it reached Asador, Carth would have another coded message sent, and then another, eventually reaching Ras, if he was still in Odian.

      “Remember,” Carth said as the others making their way toward them reached the end of the dock, “enhancements wear off.”

      The women parted around Linsay, and she stepped forward, looking up at the ship. “It reminds me of the one you lost.”

      “You mean, the one you burned.”

      Linsay shook her head. “I had nothing to do with the loss of your ship. Why would I, when there was such knowledge aboard?”

      “Because there was such knowledge aboard,” Carth said.

      “You were always so attached to that ship. Why was that?”

      Carth didn’t mind talking about the Spald. Revealing her connection to it did nothing to provide Linsay with any advantage. It did, however, make her angry thinking about it, something she suspected Linsay knew—and intended to take advantage of. “It was my home. Maybe you wouldn’t know anything about that. I imagine you had a consistent home and grew up in a loving household with your parents and your sister, but I didn’t have that. After I lost my parents and eventually managed to make my way free of the A’ras, the only place that was my home was the Spald. And you took it from me.”

      Linsay considered Carth with a sideways glance. “Another assumption on the part of Carthenne Rel.”

      “Which one? That you had a loving family? Or about your sister?” She glanced to Talia, waiting for confirmation, but Talia pointedly avoided her gaze.

      “About the consistent home,” Linsay said.

      She climbed aboard and patted Jenna on the shoulder as she passed her. Jenna tensed, and there was a part of Carth that questioned whether the other woman would do as she had promised and pull out a knife, slipping it into Linsay’s back, but Jenna refrained. It was considerable restraint on the part of Jenna, and Carth was impressed that she had managed to avoid attacking.

      The other women joined Linsay, and Talia followed more slowly, making a point of not looking in Carth’s direction, but also not in the direction of Alayna and Jenna.

      Carth positioned herself in front of Talia, preventing her from getting past. “I don’t begrudge you your choice,” Carth said.

      Talia looked past Carth, not willing to meet her eyes. “She’s my sister.”

      “I understand. If you’re going to be on board the ship, I’m going to need your assistance.” She looked over at the others taking up their places near Linsay. “I’m going to need everyone’s assistance. You know what it’s like when sailing. Everyone has a task.”

      “I don’t think Linsay intends to have a task on your ship.”

      “We’ll see,” Carth said. She approached the three women standing near Linsay. “If you’re going to be aboard my ship, I would like to know your names.”

      The women each glanced to Linsay, and she nodded.

      “I’m Rebecca,” the one nearest Linsay said. She was a short woman with brown hair, compact and with a muscular frame.

      Carth smiled at her and nodded as she turned to the next woman. “And you?”

      She was taller, though not quite as tall as Alayna, and had flat gray eyes and dark hair. She was rounder than the other woman, and less muscular. “Margo,” she said. She had a low voice, and her eyes darted over to Linsay, as if still seeking her permission.

      Carth looked to the last woman. She was of average height and average build. She wore baggy clothes that concealed her frame from Carth. There was nothing about her that was remarkable, which was exactly the reason that Carth knew she was the one of the three to be most concerned about.

      She watched Carth with a blank expression on her face, making it difficult to know what was taking place behind her eyes. What enhancements did she have? What ways had Linsay affected her?

      “Alessa,” she said. Even her voice was unremarkable, an average sort of voice.

      Carth turned her attention to Linsay, and she stared at her. “If you and these others are going to be on my ship, you’ll need to help when the time comes.”

      “You would trust us to help?” Linsay asked.

      Carth glanced at the other women. “I trust you to do what’s in your best interest. And when you’re on board my ship, that involves doing what’s necessary to keep yourself safe, which means that you will work with me as needed.”

      Linsay flashed a smile. “Of course.”

      “Then where are we going?”

      Linsay’s smile widened again. “West. We’re going west.”
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      They had been sailing for two days. The winds had been good, carrying them quickly across the sea, pulling them from Waconia and moving swiftly. When they had neared Keyall, Carth had felt an urge to guide the ship into port, but Linsay would have known. Besides, there was no reason for her to take them into Keyall. They were well supplied, and it would only be a delay, and an unnecessary one.

      Alayna had the wheel, guiding them as they sailed, and Carth stood next to her, surveying the sea as they flowed from one wave to the next. “You haven’t had them do anything,” Alayna said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Carth said. She nodded toward the mast, where Rebecca had climbed. Jenna was already up in the mast nest, looking out from high above. “I have them shadowing.”

      “Do you really anticipate trusting them if it comes to it?” Alayna asked.

      “I want them to be prepared. It’s better to learn what they need to do when there’s no real urgency to it than to be thrust into a role where they need to act and have no knowledge of what they’re supposed to do.”

      “What if she only wanted you—us—for our sailing prowess?” Alayna asked.

      Carth smiled. “That’s a possibility.”

      “Considering all the piracy that is rumored to exist beyond Keyall, she feared coming this way without you.”

      Carth nodded. “And interestingly, had she not wanted to betray us, I would have willingly had her along. We could have sailed west, searching for whatever artifacts she wanted.”

      “I don’t think that is quite what she wanted,” Alayna said.

      “No, I don’t think that’s quite what she wanted. She would rather be the one controlling the situation.”

      “What do you think she’s after?”

      “I think she’s after something that will give her power,” Carth said. Either Elder Stones, or whatever there was that was similar.

      “And your mentor? What does he have to do with this?”

      Carth let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m not quite certain. I’ve been trying to determine what role Ras might have in this. He shouldn’t have been involved. He rarely leaves his home, and when he does, he’s usually cleverer about it.”

      That was what troubled her. Not that she didn’t believe Linsay, though there was a part of Carth that wasn’t certain whether Ras had truly been captured, but she had a hard time trying to think of why he would have come this way.

      What would exist in the west that would have drawn Ras away from Odian?

      If it had piqued Linsay’s interest, it had to be some sort of artifact. She was the Collector, after all.

      “That’s not the only thing that troubles you,” Alayna said.

      “It’s not. Coming this way makes it difficult for us to get word from the others. If Ras is captured, I’m not sure that we’ll hear from the others in time to be able to confirm it.” And if they didn’t confirm it, then it was possible that all they were doing now was acting on behalf of whatever Linsay wanted of them.

      “Carth!” Jenna yelled from the mast nest.

      Carth looked up. Jenna leaned out over the sea. Sitting up there, she looked comfortable. It was a natural place for her, and sailing might be the only place where Jenna truly felt as if she were meant to be. Somehow, Carth had to ensure that she was not dragged off the ship again.

      “Three ships to the north.”

      Carth turned and looked in the northerly direction, but didn’t see any ships. She frowned, trying to look for what Jenna had seen, and Alayna nodded. “Go,” she said.

      Carth jumped off the deck, pushing off with the shadows, and reached the peak of the mast, gripping on to it tightly. She glanced back to Jenna and noted Rebecca watching her with an interested expression.

      “Three?” Carth asked.

      Jenna pointed. Carth followed the direction of her pointing and saw three massive ships in the distance. They had black-painted hulls and enormous gray sails that caught the wind, and they would eventually make their way toward Carth and her ship.

      “Recognize them?” Jenna asked.

      “I can’t tell from this distance.”

      “Which means that you don’t recognize them,” Jenna said.

      Carth grunted. “They’re not merchant ships. That size of ship is rarely a merchant ship.”

      “Then what?”

      “Likely they’re warships, but for who?”

      They were far enough out in the sea that they weren’t near any significant land. She scanned the horizon, looking for other ships, but there were only those three. They were making their way toward them, and moving swiftly. Eventually, they would catch them, unless Carth made an effort to outrun them.

      With her abilities, she thought that she could, but… was that what Linsay wanted?

      “What are we going to do?” Jenna asked.

      Carth jumped down from the mast and landed on the deck. She made her way below deck, hurrying toward the cabin where she’d find Linsay. When she reached it, she pushed open the door without knocking. Alessa jumped up and placed herself in front of Carth, blocking Carth from reaching Linsay.

      “It’s okay,” Linsay said.

      Alessa moved off to the side and allowed Carth to enter.

      “What can I do for you?” Linsay asked, setting down the book she’d been reading.

      Carth flicked her gaze to the book, but there was nothing on the spine or the cover that would tell her what the book might be about. She noted a symbol embossed on the leather cover, but nothing else. “Three ships are making their way towards us,” Carth said.

      “Three. That sounds impressive,” Linsay said.

      “Do you know anything about this?”

      “I think we’ve established that I’m not much of a sailor,” Linsay said.

      “Only that you are. You managed to move in and out of Keyall without anyone realizing that you were there. That takes some element of skill.”

      “Not my skill.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I wasn’t the one sailing.” Linsay sat up, and leaned towards Carth. “You’re the captain of this ship, Carthenne. Why do you think I wanted your particular skills?”

      “Did you anticipate that we would be attacked?”

      “I knew it was a possibility. Any merchants that have tried sailing beyond Keyall have failed. The few that have returned have come with word that they are barely able to outrun massive ships that come after them.”

      “And you thought that I might be able to overtake these ships?”

      “You’re not without capabilities, Carthenne, especially when it comes to sailing. I believe your particular ability would be most useful in this situation.”

      “I don’t intend to sink them.”

      “No? If you do nothing, they will overtake us, as I believe you said. Is it your intention for us to be captured?”

      “Maybe it is.”

      Linsay smiled. “An interesting idea. If we were captured, I suspect you would intend for yourself to escape, and you might offer your assistance for what I know about Ras.” She watched Carth, waiting for a reaction.

      Carth didn’t want to react, but that was exactly what she had been thinking.

      “You should know that I have no intention of revealing what I know of Ras until the appropriate time. If I’m captured, then the game shifts, and it moves away from me working with you to me working with them. Do you think that you would have a better chance of discovering where to find Ras when I am working with them or when I’m working with you?”

      “I think that I have an equal chance of finding Ras either way. You’re not the only one who can shift the game,” Carth said.

      “No, but I believe we’ve established who the superior player is.” She said it so casually, and so dismissively, that it felt like a slap. “If you shifted the game and attempted to take on these ships, or even allowed me to be captured, you would be acting from a position of weakness.” She leaned forward. “And I would be acting from a position of relative strength. Tell me, Carthenne, what would you do when making a move without knowing your opponent? How difficult is that? In this case, I know more than a little about the ships that are pursuing us. That would place me in the stronger position.”

      Carth kept her face neutral. Linsay was right. She needed more information, and she wasn’t going to be able to react quite as well as Linsay if she attacked this way. If she gathered more information, she might be able to counter, but Linsay would have been planning this all along. Everything that was happening was all a part of Linsay’s plan.

      “What would you have me do?” Carth asked.

      “I would have you be Carthenne Rel.”

      Carth regarded Linsay for a long moment and then spun, turning away from her and Alessa, making her way back to the top deck. She pushed off with the shadows and jumped back to the top of the mast. Jenna watched her with a question in her eyes before turning her gaze north, back toward the ships.

      They were closer. Carth could make out the enormous size of the ships, as well as the size of the triple masts on each of them. There were dozens of men visible on the decks, and several of them carried longbows. Each ship was equipped with ballistas, and Carth had memories of the last time she had encountered a weapon like that.

      There was something about the ships that was familiar. Could that be what had sunk the smugglers’ ships when they had gone off to serve as bait for the Collector? Carth had thought it was a storm, but maybe it hadn’t been.

      She could sink ships. She didn’t doubt her ability to press out with S’al and attempt to overwhelm them, but was that what she really wanted to do?

      It was what Linsay wanted her to do, which was reason enough for her to attempt something else. Linsay had the upper hand, and somehow Carth had to even things out, but how?

      Something unexpected. That was what she needed.

      Only… what was it?

      “Carth?” Jenna asked.

      “I see it,” Carth said.

      Two of the ships were readying their ballistas. Carth suspected that she could counter and imagined that she could prevent at least one of the bolts from reaching the ship, but could she prevent two? What about three? If they all attacked at the same time, she wasn’t certain that she would be able to react quickly enough to counter.

      “Aren’t you going to do your flame thing?” Jenna asked.

      Carth flicked her gaze to Rebecca and then back to Jenna. “I’ve tried, but it’s not working against them. I think they have the same sort of resistance that people in Keyall have.”

      Jenna’s eyes widened. “They’re going to overtake us—or attack us—in minutes.”

      “Possibly.”

      Rebecca looked down and scurried down the rope to the deck, disappearing below.

      “If your flames don’t work—”

      “I haven’t tried,” Carth said.

      Jenna considered Carth for a moment before looking back toward the deck. “That was for her benefit?”

      Carth nodded. “Linsay wants me to destroy the ships. I haven’t been able to figure out why, but she claims that if they overtake us, she will shift her focus and will play the game with them.”

      “The game? This is our safety, not some game,” Jenna said.

      “We will be perfectly safe,” Carth said. She directed the shadows coming off her sails into the water, pushing the ship along. Powered by the shadows, she was able to propel them forward, and they moved increasingly quickly. The ship picked up speed, putting distance between them and the other three that were coming toward them.

      “If you’re questioned, tell them that I’m sitting up here,” Carth said to Jenna.

      “Why would they question me?”

      “Because I’m going to see what I can learn about those three ships,” Carth said.

      “Carth, that’s not necessarily a smart decision.”

      “Maybe not smart, but sometimes when playing, you have to make a risky move to get the payoff you need.”

      Jenna swallowed. “How are you going to do it?”

      “I’m going to jump.”

      Carth combined the shadows and the flame and exploded up and out.

      She streaked high into the air, shooting higher and higher, and watched as her ship became smaller and smaller. From this position, she could more easily see the other three ships. She didn’t try to direct her explosion, wanting only to create distance. She wouldn’t have a great amount of time before Linsay realized that she was gone, so she would have to act quickly, and would also have to be able to conceal herself so that the other ship didn’t know that she was coming.

      When she reached the zenith of her explosion, she started coming back down. Carth sent another explosion of shadow and flame, directing her behind the three ships, and streaked toward the water. She surged the shadows through her body, strengthening herself, trying to prepare for impact with the water. From this distance, she suspected it would feel like crashing into hard rock.

      Carth braced herself for the impact and crashed into the water. She attempted to streamline herself, trying to keep from hitting with too much force, and stretched her arms in front of her to part the water as she did. Still, there was pain when she hit, and she kept her arms out in front of her, locked straight out so that when she did hit, she was able to withstand the force of the water.

      Darkness enveloped her.

      Carth drew strength from it, borrowing from the shadows within the water as she sank below the surface. She looked around, trying to find where the ships were parting the water, and surged for them.

      She remained deep beneath the surface, not wanting to come up for air until it was necessary. The closer she could come to the ships, the more likely it was that she would be able to remain concealed. She propelled herself forward, trying to ignore the sense of movement around her, not wanting to know what else might be in the water with her. This far out in the sea, it was possible that there were dozens of other creatures, and many of them would be able to swallow her whole.

      In the distance, she could detect the presence of the nearest ship. It was massive, and as it streaked through the water, Carth wondered how many men a ship like that carried. Dozens. Dozens upon dozens.

      Enough that she needed to be careful.

      When she reached the hull, she reached for the keel and grabbed onto it, letting it drag her through the water. Carth held on to a connection to her magic, using that to send her streaking through the water along with the ship. She crawled slowly along the side of the ship, not wanting to move too quickly, and not wanting to draw attention when she finally crested the surface.

      And then she pressed her head above the water.

      She took a deep breath, sucking in a mouthful of air, and scanned the area around her while keeping one hand on the side of the ship, letting it drag her forward. From here, she could see the other ship, but not the third. Above the surface of the water, Carth was aware of the strange bitter stink of the wood, as if whatever paint they used gave off an awful odor. There was a whistling to the air, and spray splashed into her face.

      Something grabbed her.

      Carth tried to jerk free, but couldn’t. Whatever had snagged her had a strong grip. It yanked her to the deck of the ship and sent her sprawling across it.
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      Carth pulled on her connection to shadow and flame, concerned that whoever had captured her might attempt to separate her from it. Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be anything that did separate her from it. An older man with what had once been broad shoulders and a thick chest leaned over her, glaring down at her. His eyes were a sparkling blue that reminded her of the depths of the sea, and his brown hair was cut short. He wore no shirt, only tightfitting breeches.

      “Who are you?”

      Carth looked around her. Of the dozen or so men on the deck, most had weapons aimed at her. She counted five bows and an equal number of crossbows. There were men with unsheathed swords, and one casually twisted a pair of knives in his hands. Of them, she suspected he was the one she would need to watch out for.

      She hadn’t lost her connection to the shadows or the flame, which gave her some reassurance. If she was able to reach for them, she thought that she might be able to jump, and once she reached the water, she knew that she could get to safety.

      “How did you know I was there?”

      The captain—at least the man she presumed was the captain—snorted. “A splash like that? There had to have been something. I wasn’t expecting a person, let alone a girl, but…” He shrugged.

      Carth stood and wiped her hands on her pants. What was the best way to play this? Did she play up the angle that she was stranded in the sea? That would be unlikely to be effective, especially as she had shown no sign of fear already, probably a mistake that she’d already made. Had she wanted to play that angle, she should have been more fearful when they’d pulled her out of the water.

      That left her with a choice of telling the truth, or at least a part of the truth, or creating something else. Fabricating any sort of story on the fly like this would be difficult, and might leave them doubting what she said.

      “I’m not a girl. I’m the Collector.”

      Carth watched his face. Would he have heard the term? She knew enough about Linsay and her operation that she hoped she could parlay that into pretending that she was Linsay.

      “The Collector?” He stared at her, as if disbelieving. “I thought the Collector was a man.”

      Carth shrugged. “That was the intent.”

      The man smiled and looked around him. “And I suppose you think to take my ship? Is that why you swam here from your ship?”

      Carth glanced past him and looked into the distance. She couldn’t see her ship, which she took as a good sign. Hopefully they were far enough away they couldn’t be overtaken by this man and his sailors.

      “I don’t need another ship. I came for information.”

      The man grunted. “Information is valuable.”

      “Which is why I came myself. Had I felt otherwise, I would have sent one of my crew.”

      “What kind of information do you think to gather?”

      “Why are you chasing us?”

      “You’re in my waters.”

      “Your waters? This is the sea. These aren’t your waters any more than they are mine.”

      He chuckled. “If you believe that they aren’t mine, then perhaps you aren’t a Collector of information. You should know that no one gets past here without me knowing.”

      Carth hesitated, holding on to her connection to the shadows, wondering for a moment if perhaps she had made a mistake. Could it be possible that the captain had some connection to magic that she didn’t know about? Was he able to detect her passing through here? If Linsay’s story about ships getting caught was accurate—and Carth had no reason to believe that it wasn’t—then there would have to be some way for him to detect them.

      “Is that how you knew that I was in the water?” she asked.

      He smiled. “We all have our secrets, Collector.”

      “Mine aren’t quite as secret as it seems yours are. Tell me, Captain, how is it that you knew I was here?”

      “I told you. You made too much noise when you splashed in the water.”

      “And how is it that you think I splashed into the water?”

      “Considering the fact that two of my men saw you flying, I would say that you came from that direction,” he said, pointing toward where her ship would have sailed.

      They had seen her. That didn’t trouble her nearly as much as it once would have, but it meant that any advantage she’d thought she might have was lost.

      Her mind raced, thinking through the various moves. Since learning that Linsay was the Collector, she had felt even more that everything was a game, though one with incredible significance.

      What moves had been intended now?

      Could Linsay have intended for her to have come this way? Could she have known that Carth would have risked jumping over to the ship and trying to find information about who they were and where they were sailing?

      No. Linsay had wanted her to destroy the ship, which meant that she was afraid of them.

      That fit with what Carth had already determined. If they were able to see her, that meant they had either enhanced eyesight, or some other way of noticing her presence.

      Maybe it wasn’t magical at all. Maybe there was something more technological involved. She had seen men with spy glasses who were able to see great distances, though such things were difficult to make and were typically reserved for the universities.

      “Flying? I think you give me more credit than I deserve.”

      The captain considered her for a moment. “Do I? I do wonder how it’s possible that you were able to fly as high as you were. You moved so quickly that they lost sight of you.”

      Carth nodded to the nearest man’s bow. “Nothing more than an arrow,” she said.

      He stared at her for a while before laughing. “An arrow? An interesting technique. And risky, especially if you got here all alone. Unarmed, meeting three ships full of men able to destroy you in little more than the blink of an eye.”

      “If you destroyed me, then you wouldn’t have any answers.”

      “And why would I need answers? I thought you were the one who came for information.”

      “Information has value,” she said with a smile. A wave crashed into the side of the ship and Carth rolled with it, keeping her feet. A few of the men staggered slightly. If she was going to escape, now would be a good time to attempt it.

      He chuckled. “It does, Collector. Have you come to tell me the secrets of Keyall and the way that they have managed to keep me from their shores?”

      That was information that Carth didn’t know. Was that why Linsay had wanted her to counter these men? Did she worry that they might be able to attack Keyall otherwise?

      “Ah, that kind of information is much more valuable than anything I suspect you have to offer.”

      “Is it? I think that information is the very reason you risked yourself coming here. Now, Collector, should we go and speak?”

      Carth looked around her. The men holding the bows remained ready, as if to fire at a moment’s notice. Those holding the crossbows were equally alert, aiming their bolts in her direction. She didn’t doubt that they would be able to catch her with a bolt were they to fire, and she didn’t know whether she could direct enough of her magic at each of the possible attackers on this ship—as well as those on any of the nearby ships—that she would be able to keep safe. The better answer was that she would jump were it necessary, but if she went with the captain, she wasn’t sure it would be possible, even if it were necessary.

      “We should,” she answered.

      This had been a risky move regardless, so what was one riskier move? Whatever she did placed her in danger, and she didn’t know whether she would be able to power her way out of this. And maybe she didn’t have to. Maybe she didn’t need power to escape. It meant outplaying the captain, but that was a game she was willing to play.

      He led her down the stairs and into a brightly lit hall. Lanterns glowed without flame, though she didn’t know whether it was anything magical. She didn’t detect anything strange from it, though would she? If it was magical, Carth wasn’t certain that she would pick up on anything. At the end of the hall, he stopped and guided her into a massive cabin. A table occupied much of one wall, and there was a high-backed chair behind it that reminded Carth of the one that Linsay had in Waconia. He took a seat in it and motioned for her to sit on a seat across from him.

      He rested his elbows on the table and leaned toward her. “Why are you here, Collector?” he asked.

      “I told you why.”

      “You told me what you thought I would want to hear. What my men would want to hear. Why are you really here?”

      “Where is your home port?”

      “Where is yours?”

      “You know that my home port is Keyall.”

      He snorted. “I know that you tell me your home port is Keyall, but is it? How do I know that is where home is for you? It could be that home is Gharash or Pyn or Esso or Waconia.”

      He said the last with a smile playing across his mouth.

      Carth smiled back. “You are well traveled. Or well read.”

      “Sometimes well read is better than being well traveled. With travel, you run the risk of encountering others who can place you in danger. At least being well read allows me to know what you know without putting myself in any danger.”

      “Live through the pages,” Carth said.

      “A thousand lives.”

      “You are an interesting man, Captain.”

      He watched Carth, and he leaned forward even more, the hint of a smile spreading. “Tell me, Collector, why have you risked yourself today? Everything that I have heard about you has told me that you are cautious—often to a fault. I doubt that you would openly risk yourself for no reason, and it would have to be about more than information.”

      Carth tried placing herself into Linsay’s mindset. It hadn’t worked when playing the other woman, but maybe it would when she was trying to be the other woman. For now, she needed to find a way to be her, at least enough so that she could convince the captain. If she could, then she might understand why Linsay had wanted her to destroy the ships. She feared this man—or others like him.

      “Wouldn’t it? You yourself have said that information is valuable, especially the kind of information that we seek to trade in. I only wished to understand more about you, and as I was having a hard time gaining that information by any sort of traditional means, I decided to take matters into my own hands.”

      “A dangerous tact. I would think that you’d have others you could have used who would have been a better option. You would rather risk yourself than them?”

      Carth shifted on the chair, trying to get comfortable. She watched him, gauging his expression as she did. With this question, she knew how Linsay would answer, and even knew how she would answer when she was trying to play a different part.

      “I would rather ensure that I have accurate information. There are times when it’s necessary to sacrifice those who work on my behalf, but there are times when others can’t be trusted to do what must be done.”

      “It’s unfortunate that you don’t have others you trust to complete your tasks.”

      “It is unfortunate,” Carth agreed.

      “Tell me what information you were hoping to gain.”

      “I was curious how you would react to a strange woman in the water.”

      The captain studied her for a long moment. “And are you satisfied with what you have seen?”

      “I am not surprised, if that’s what you were wondering.”

      “Not at all? I could have killed you the moment you were hauled above the water, yet I allowed you to live. Did that not surprise you?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “You allowed me to live because you were interested in what I might know. There is no surprise in that.”

      He smiled. “Perhaps not. You are an interesting woman, Collector, and not at all what I thought you might be.”

      “What did you think I might be?” Had she made a mistake? Had she not been nearly as much like Linsay as she had needed to be? She didn’t want to reveal that she wasn’t Linsay, not yet, and not until she knew whether she would get better information by doing so.

      “There are many rumors about the Collector. None have placed this person as having any significant abilities. None have made it seem as if this person had any interest in ensuring the safety of those they work with. As I said, you are an interesting woman.”

      “The rumors about me are what I want them to be.”

      “I suspect they are. That doesn’t make them any less intriguing.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over another. “What can I help you to understand?”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      “You haven’t said what’s home for you.”

      “I have not. And neither have you.”

      “I have many places that I call home.” It was an easy claim to make, especially as it was true.

      “You have spent considerable time on a ship, then.”

      Carth shrugged slightly. “Enough time that I understand how to sail.”

      “I would say more than that. You appeared as comfortable as any sailor when the waves were crashing into us.”

      He was observant. She needed to be careful with him. “It doesn’t take a sailor to have balance. When you train enough, you learn to have improved balance.”

      “What kind of training have you had, Collector?”

      “Many kinds of training. What kind of training have you had?”

      He smiled. “Many kinds.” He regarded her for a long moment and then tapped the surface of the table with his hand. “Should we move past this and speak openly, or would you prefer to continue having a conversation that is useless? You did come to me, I seem to recall.”

      “You haven’t answered any question that I’ve asked, so why would I presume to think that you would answer anything now?”

      “I’ve answered every question that you’ve answered. Just because you don’t agree with what I’ve said doesn’t mean that I have refused you the answer you think you need.”

      What had he said? Had there been anything in what he’d said that would help her?

      “Everything that you’ve said has been cryptic.”

      “I thought you, as the Collector, would appreciate such cryptic responses.”

      “I appreciate honesty.”

      “As do I. Now. Who are you?”

      Carth hesitated. Did his asking mean that he knew she wasn’t the Collector, or did he ask because he wanted to know who the Collector was?

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “I doubt that, seeing as how you don’t know who I am, and were you the Collector, you wouldn’t have needed to ask. I have much experience with the Collector.”

      “When did you know?”

      “From the first.”

      “Have you met the Collector?” Carth wondered whether he would know that the Collector was Linsay or whether that was a mystery to him.

      “We have not had the pleasure of meeting face-to-face. I suspect the Collector would hesitate to parlay with me, especially after everything we have been through.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Let’s just say that there is a not insignificant debt owed to me by the Collector.”

      “And still you chose not to kill me.”

      “As I said, you are an interesting woman. Tell me, how were you able to survive the fall?”

      “I am not without abilities.”

      “I gathered that much. Were you without abilities, you wouldn’t have made it to my ship. You wouldn’t have tried reaching my ship.”

      “I am Carthenne Rel.” The slightest movement of his eyes told her that he had heard of her. “Good. So you have heard of me.”

      He started laughing. “You used the Collector’s identity when yours would have sufficed. Why hide from me the fact that you are the Rel?”

      The Rel? That was a new way to refer to her, one that she hadn’t heard. “There is advantage in hiding one’s presence when you don’t know what you might encounter.”

      He smiled at her again. “I suspect there might be.”

      Carth sat upright in the chair and met his eyes. She had thought him older and perhaps weathered, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. “Who are you?”

      “There are many answers to that question, but the most accurate would be that I am the reason the Collector exists.”
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      Carth paced the room while waiting for the captain to return. He had disappeared, leaving her alone, and surprisingly had trusted her to be in his cabin by herself. She couldn’t shake from her mind the fact that he had realized immediately who she was but had not attempted to do anything.

      This was the man—and the reason—that Linsay had wanted Carth. She was quite certain of that fact. Why? The captain had not given her any indication as to why Linsay feared him, but that was the reason that Linsay had demanded that Carth help her. She wanted to get to him. More accurately, she wanted to get past him. Somehow, she thought that Carth had the means to do that.

      She glanced at his desk but saw nothing there that would help her understand what he might be after. The entire cabin was sparsely decorated, and there was nothing here that gave away his intentions. There was no way for Carth to know what he was after—other than asking him.

      And how much longer could she remain on board the ship? At some point, she would have to return to her ship or Linsay would know that she was missing. There was a limit to how long she could be gone before there were questions, and Carth wasn’t certain how to answer them.

      The door to the cabin opened, and Carth spun. The captain stood framed in the doorway, watching her with a hint of a smile on his face.

      “You’re still here.”

      “Did you think that I would attempt to run?”

      “Not run, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if you had attempted to escape.”

      “And go where?”

      “You are the Rel. I have little doubt that you would have figured out some way of escaping.”

      She smiled. “Maybe I have.”

      “And yet here you remain. Perhaps you really are after information as you claim.”

      Carth twisted toward him, ready to fight were it to come to it. There was something disarming about the man. “What’s the disagreement you have with the Collector?”

      “You assume that it’s just one disagreement?” He made his way into the room, closing the door to his cabin firmly behind him and taking a seat at his desk. He pulled a piece of paper out from beneath his desk and made a few notes on it before stuffing it back into his desk. When finished, he looked up at her, his hands clasped on top of the desk.

      “I am curious what she’s done to anger you.”

      “I imagine much the same as she has done to anger you,” the captain said.

      “I doubt that.”

      “If you are the Rel, there are rumors of your interest in particular things.”

      “There are many rumors about me, but I’m curious as to which ones you believe.”

      “Should we begin with the rumors of your violent destruction of the A’ras? Even here, stories of the A’ras have reached my waters, and we know that they are fearsome fighters. If you have destroyed the A’ras, then you would have much power.”

      “Do you want the truth, or do you want to believe the rumor?”

      The captain barked out a laugh. “The truth, of course. Did you not destroy the A’ras?”

      Carth shook her head. “I trained with the A’ras. I helped save them when they confronted a threat that was greater than even the A’ras could manage.”

      The captain regarded her for a long moment, and then he pulled his paper out of the drawer again, making a notation on this page before stuffing it back into the drawer. Was he some sort of scholar? Carth had plenty of experience with men who thought themselves scholars. Even Alistan had believed himself to be something more like a scholar, drawing Linsay’s attention when he had continued to pursue rumors of the Elder Stone.

      “Then there is the rumor of your destruction in Asador. Did you not destroy the entire circle of guilds?”

      “There are particular guilds that were not as functional as they needed to be,” Carth said. “I might have intervened to ensure that they functioned the way that they needed to, but that’s not really what I did in Asador.”

      “No. What you did in Asador is a consolidation of power that surprised many people.”

      “There wasn’t an intent to consolidate power. The intent was to ensure that the women that I gathered to me were able to be safe.”

      “Is it only women that you gather?”

      “Not only women, but I have a tendency to focus on protecting women.”

      “In most lands, women have a tendency to need someone to focus on them.”

      “It’s not like that in your lands?” Carth asked.

      The captain studied her for a long moment, and Carth thought he might answer, but instead he reached into a drawer of his desk and pulled out a stack of paper. He made a series of notes on the surface and then stuffed them back into the desk.

      “Why do you hesitate to tell me about your lands?” Carth leaned on the edge of the chair, not wanting to take a seat. Being able to remain standing gave her a position of power, and with the captain, she was not only aware of that power, but she needed to take advantage of it.

      “There isn’t much we allow known about my homeland. Unfortunately, the Collector managed to discover more than what has been revealed for many years and has attempted to use that knowledge against my people. It has taken everything in my power to thwart her.”

      “Why? What has she intended to use from your homeland? What does she intend to do?”

      “She is the Collector. She gathers knowledge and artifacts and has managed to grow her influence beyond what I thought her capable of. Had I known…”

      Carth shook her head. “I tell myself that same thing every day.”

      The captain regarded her for a moment. “Who did you lose?”

      She snorted. “I’ve lost many people over the years, but she took from me someone who had wanted to have only peace. Because of her, a man who suffered throughout his entire life was tormented at the end.”

      “A man?”

      Carth met his gaze. “He was a man of study, as I suspect you are. He helped those who worked with me, and together we were able to help so many more. Without his assistance, I wouldn’t have managed to have reached nearly as many as I did.” She swallowed as she thought of Boiyn, the same sadness that she’d felt at his death returning. It never seemed to get any easier, mostly because it felt as if his death was senseless. There were many senseless deaths, and she had been around long enough to know that oftentimes people were harmed simply because someone more powerful thought they needed to be, but with Boiyn, it felt particularly painful, if only because he had helped Linsay.

      “I am sorry for your loss,” he said.

      Carth pushed away the thoughts, trying to tamp down the emotion. What good did it do for her to allow herself to feel such anguish? It served no purpose and only prevented her from acting in ways that she needed to.

      “I’m sure she took others from you.”

      He leaned back in his chair, and his eyes took on a distant expression. “Where I am from, we grow accustomed to loss, but there are times when it hurts more than others.”

      “I understand that,” Carth said.

      He blinked and turned his expression to her. “Did she send you here?”

      “She warned me that you are dangerous, and I think she intended for me to be the one to take you on, but she made it seem as if she feared you.”

      He chuckled softly. “Perhaps she does fear me. And if she does, that would please me. But I doubt that fear is the reason that she sends you after me.”

      “Why, then?”

      “It’s about utilization of resources. Everything is a resource to her, and she cares no more for you than she does for anyone else.”

      Carth smiled. That was a similar sentiment to the one Carth had about Linsay, though it was interesting hearing it from someone else. “I came here of my own volition to find out more about you.”

      “And?”

      “I still haven’t learned anything of use.”

      He flashed a smile. “Haven’t you? You’ve learned that myself and the Collector share a disagreement.”

      “And yet you haven’t told me why, or even where you’re from.”

      “There are reasons that I can’t tell you those things.”

      “It’s because you choose not tell me that you will allow the Collector to grow stronger.”

      “Others sharing with the Collector what they should not is the reason she has grown stronger. Had they managed to keep from her what she should not know, there would be nothing for me to fear.”

      Carth studied him. She couldn’t blame him for wanting to protect his homeland, as it was much the same as her wanting to protect those that she cared about. Yet, concealing from her what Linsay had taken from him, the knowledge that she had acquired that would grant her the ability to negotiate with him, made it so that Linsay was more powerful than she had a reason to be. It made it so that he feared Linsay.

      “You will have to trust that the Collector has taken knowledge of my homeland that she should not possess. This knowledge puts not only my people in danger, but a great many others.”

      “Why?”

      “Know that it does.”

      They stared at each other, neither of them looking away. After a while, Carth shook her head and sighed. “What is your plan for me?”

      “Do you intend to destroy my ship?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Then my plan for you is to release you. I doubt that I would be able to hold you were I to want to.”

      Carth had tested her connection to the flame, attempting to push it through the deck of the ship around her. There was a faint resistance, but it was nothing that she couldn’t overcome. She suspected that she would be able to press through it and ignite the ship were she to want to.

      That was what Linsay wanted her to do, but Carth wasn’t convinced that was what she should do. She needed to discover more about Linsay’s relationship with this man and his people, which was the reason she had come here, but she wasn’t going to be able to do that—not without taking other risks.

      Anything that she did placed Jenna and Alayna into danger. She needed to return before her absence was noticed—if Linsay had not already noticed it.

      But then, it was possible that she was already aware that Carth had disappeared. If that was the case, then what would she do to Carth’s friends?

      What would she do to her ship?

      “No. I don’t think that you would,” she said finally.

      “You will tell her that you were here?”

      “That wasn’t my intention,” Carth said.

      “Ah. I understand. You came to find out whether you should comply with what she’s asked of you.”

      Carth nodded.

      “And what will you do when you return?”

      “Hopefully, I will discover what she intended for you.”

      “I’m not certain that you will be able to. The Collector is nothing if not deceptive. She will have her ways of preventing you from knowing what she would ask of you.”

      “You say that as if you speak from experience.”

      “Much experience.”

      “Then help me. Give me something that will allow me to counter her. All I need is information. Anything that will allow me to understand why she thought to attack you the way that she did, and anything that will help me know what I can do to protect you.”

      The captain smiled slightly. “Protect? Do you think that we would require your protection?”

      “I think that I can help, but only if I know what it is that she’s after. Otherwise, there is nothing that I can do that would be of any use to you.”

      The captain regarded her for a long moment. She could see the debate waging behind his eyes as he struggled with what to tell her. Would he reveal to her what it was that Linsay hoped to accomplish?

      Maybe there was only one way for her to convince him. Maybe she needed to prove to him that she could be trusted. But how?

      “I have already revealed to you enough about my experience with the Collector.”

      “And if I share with you her name?”

      His brow furrowed. “Her name?”

      Carth nodded. “You refer to her as the Collector, which tells me that you don’t know nearly as much about her as I do.”

      “You have referred to her the same way.”

      “I have, but only because doing so prevents you from knowing exactly what I know about her. If I share with you her name, will you tell me what she was after?”

      He clasped his hands together. “Are you certain that you have her real name?”

      Carth shrugged. “I have not only her name, but that of her sister.”

      He regarded her for a long moment. “That would suffice.”

      “I know her as Linsay Thandil. I don’t know how much of that name is real, but I suspect that Linsay is her real name.”

      “And her sister?”

      “First you share what you know.”

      “How do I know that you will follow through?”

      “I’ve already followed through. Now it’s your turn to prove that you will do what you promised.”

      “Ai’thol.”

      Carth frowned, studying him. “That’s your homeland?”

      He smiled tightly. “It’s not a place that’s well known to many. Somehow, the Collector discovered secrets to a place that should have been long forgotten.”

      “What kind of secrets?”

      “The kind of secrets that place my people in danger. Now, who is her sister?”

      Would the captain be able to use this information against Talia? It was possible, but only if he somehow managed to reach Talia. For him to do that, he would have to get aboard Carth’s ship, and then he would have to take her from Carth’s protection. Talia was as safe as Carth could make her.

      “If I share her sister’s name, you will share yours.”

      “That’s not a fair trade.”

      “Isn’t it? I suspect the Collector already knows your name, which places me at a disadvantage with her. You don’t know the Collector’s sister, which places you at a disadvantage when it comes to her. This way, we will all be placed on more even footing.”

      “It is an interesting idea, Carthenne Rel, but once I share with you my name, how will I know that you will share with me this piece of information?”

      Carth glanced at the desk. “Perhaps we could write it down. You write your name, and I will write the Collector’s sister’s name.”

      The captain pulled a slip of paper out from the drawer and tore off a strip, handing Carth a pen. He tore off another strip and quickly wrote something on the page. He kept his hand over it, protecting what he’d written from Carth, keeping her from seeing.

      When he was finished, he looked up, watching her with an expectant stare.

      Carth took a moment to debate what she would do. If she revealed Talia’s name, she placed her in danger, and she had made a point of telling her that she would keep her safe. On the other hand, she worried that the captain would know if she attempted to deceive him, and she needed to know his name in order to have the advantage with Linsay. Even knowing his name might not give her the advantage she sought.

      She scrawled a word across the scrap of paper and slipped it over to the captain. He slipped his toward her.

      They each grabbed the name, and Carth looked at it, her brow furrowing. He smiled when he glanced at her.

      “Were you telling the truth?” he asked.

      “Were you?”

      “I guess we will have to wait and see.”
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      The water was cold, and Carth was ready to be out of the sea, but getting out would require her to throw herself back onto the deck of the ship, and she needed to be cautious. She crawled up the figurehead on the bow and tucked herself between an arch on the figurehead and the ship. She breathed in the salt air, trying to catch her breath. It had taken quite a bit of strength to return to the ship, exploding through the water with each stroke, trying to hurry back. She had lost track of time, uncertain how long she’d been gone. Probably too long, but hopefully she could explain that away.

      When she had dried enough, she crawled along the side of the figurehead and reached for the railing onto the ship. With a surge of shadows, tossed herself back onto the deck and strode toward the mast. She passed Rebecca standing near the bow, staring out at the sea, and when she passed her, Rebecca glanced over at Carth, her brow furrowing.

      She opened her mouth as if to say something, but Carth ignored her and climbed up the mast to join Jenna as she was looking out. “Did anyone ask where I’ve been?”

      “Not so far. I made a point of saying that you were watching.”

      Carth discreetly looked down at the deck. Not only was Rebecca looking up at her, but so was Alessa. Carth worried more about Alessa than she did about Rebecca, though maybe she didn’t need to. Maybe Alessa was meant to be nothing more than a deterrent, someone that Linsay intended to intimidate Carth—or at least make her feel as if she needed to explain herself. There was no sign of Linsay, but maybe there wouldn’t be one.

      “Did you find anything?”

      Carth fingered the strip of parchment in her pocket. She still hadn’t decided whether the captain had told her accurately or not, but she thought that he was telling the truth. If that was the case, then she could use that against Linsay. It would give her a piece of information that might be enough to help her with making the right move. She needed to be ready, prepared for whatever Linsay might throw at her, and she felt increasingly uncertain about whether or not she had enough information to effectively counter Linsay. She thought that she did, but it was possible Linsay had played her in such a way that she would think that.

      “I found the ships. I found a captain who apparently has a grudge against Linsay.”

      “Should that surprise us?”

      “I found out where he was from.”

      When Carth told her, Jenna frowned. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “No. And it means nothing to me, either. It’s just that knowing that there is a place that Linsay knows about that we didn’t places us at an advantage. Besides, we have someone we can approach to question.”

      “Only if we can return to Keyall.”

      Carth shrugged. “We need to complete whatever task Linsay has in mind for us, and then we can go to Keyall, find out where this place is, maybe find out whether or not the name this captain provided to me is accurate. Then we can see if we can outmaneuver Linsay.”

      Jenna looked at Carth for a long moment before turning her attention back to the sea. “I know that your intention is to outmaneuver Linsay, but after what she did to me, I want to hurt her.” Jenna glanced over at Carth, and there was pain written on her face. “She deserves more than to simply lose whatever game the two of you are playing. She deserves to suffer as she made Alayna and me suffer. She deserves pain the way that she brought pain to Boiyn.”

      “I understand what you want. What you need. I can’t promise that we’ll be able to cause pain to Linsay the same way that she has caused pain to you and Alayna.”

      “And to you, too.”

      “Mine was not nearly as miserable as what she did to you.”

      “Right. You only had to find a way to escape from an impenetrable prison, and you lost someone you had promised to protect, but other than that?” Jenna shrugged.

      Carth chuckled. “When you put it like that, maybe she does deserve to suffer, even a little bit.”

      “See that she does,” Jenna said, watching her intently.

      Carth nodded. She took a moment and then jumped back to the deck, finally heading toward the helm, where Alayna was guiding them. She kept her gaze staring straight ahead as Carth approached, and pitched her voice low. “Well?”

      “We have more information than we did before. It still might not be enough to stop her, but at least I have a better idea of what game we’re playing.”

      “I still think that we just kill her, and then we can figure out what happened to your friend.”

      “There is some merit to that idea. I think Jenna would agree with you.”

      Alayna glanced up to the masthead and shook her head slightly. “She’s been on edge ever since they came on board. I don’t think she’ll do anything, but I worry that it might come to more than what you want.”

      “No. Jenna won’t act that impulsively.”

      “Are you so certain? I think that Linsay counts on Jenna acting in a certain way, and the moment that she does, she will have us exactly where she wants us.”

      “That’s just it. Linsay doesn’t understand Jenna the way that I do.”

      “You’re going to talk with her?”

      “I think it’s time that she and I have a conversation,” Carth said. Carth wasn’t certain how that conversation would go, but she needed to know whether Ras was in any danger or whether this was simply all some sort of trick to guide them toward Ai’thol.

      “Be careful.”

      “I’ve already learned that there is no careful when it comes to Linsay.”

      Carth took a deep breath, and she patted Alayna on the shoulder before making her way below deck. At Linsay’s cabin, she knocked. When the door opened and Margo greeted her, Carth looked past her, noticing that Linsay sat at a small desk, staring at a book.

      “I need to speak with her. Alone.”

      Margo shook her head. “The Cason won’t meet with anyone alone.”

      Carth flipped a knife out of her pocket and jabbed it up underneath Margo’s chin faster than the other woman could react. “If I wanted to harm either of you, I would’ve done it long ago. This is my ship. I decide what happens. Not you. Not your Cason.” She glared at Margo for a long moment. “Now. I intend to speak with her alone.”

      Linsay looked up, and she grinned at Carth. “It’s okay, Margo. I doubt that she’ll hurt me,” she said, and there was an edge of concern to the word doubt that was meant for Margo more than it was for Carth. “If she needs to speak with me so badly that she would risk your safety, I’m willing to speak with her. You can join the others above deck, and I will come up there later.”

      Margo stared at Carth until Carth pulled back the knife. With barely more than a flicker, she slipped the knife back into her pocket. It had been a mistake attacking Margo that way, and Linsay knew it—and she had played it exactly the right way. Now Margo would go back to join Rebecca and Alessa and would speak to them about the way that Carth had treated her. Was that the way that some benevolent savior would treat those who intended to help them?

      Carth stepped off to the side, letting Margo slip past. She watched the woman until she disappeared, and Carth entered the room and pulled the door closed.

      “You really shouldn’t harm my friends,” Linsay said.

      “You know I wouldn’t have hurt her.”

      Linsay cocked her brow. “Do I?”

      “You do.”

      “But they don’t.”

      Carth took a seat and stared at Linsay, trying to understand what books she had in front of her. As before, there was nothing from the covers of the books that revealed their contents. It could be that they held nothing more than records or a journal. Carth doubted it was something as simple as that. Whatever Linsay researched had meaning to her. Did it have something to do with Ai’thol?

      “Why do you play this game? Why do you try to make it so that they will distrust me? You and I both know that if I wanted to harm you, it would take nothing more than a quick attack. I could have ended it before your people could react.”

      “Do we both know this?”

      “You do, which is why you think to play me. Whatever enhancements you think you’ve given them, they aren’t enough for me. They probably aren’t enough for Jenna. I saw the two of you sparring before you killed Boiyn, so I know that even with the enhancements that Boiyn created for you, you weren’t able to challenge her.”

      “Did you come down here to threaten me? I’d think that your threats would have been more effective in front of them, but then again, you did that as well, didn’t you?”

      “No. This isn’t a threat. This is a conversation about what you intend for us.”

      “I’ve shared with you that this is about helping you find your friend.”

      “If this is about finding Ras, then help me find him. What happened to him? Does it have to do with those ships?”

      Linsay hesitated and Carth stared at her, practically demanding that she answer. “More than I would like.”

      “And you fear them?”

      “If you knew better, you would fear them as well.”

      “I know you, so I know that whatever reason you fear them might not be the same reason that I should fear them.” Carth leaned forward and grabbed the book that Linsay was looking at from beneath her hands, and propped it open on her lap. She was done with pretending to be scared of or intimidated by Linsay. There was a part of her that was intimidated, at least when it came to trying to figure out what game Linsay might be at, but she couldn’t allow that part to be the one that dictated how she reacted.

      The book was impossible for her to read. It consisted of symbols that had no meaning to her, almost as if they were written in a cipher. Carth stared at the page, trying to memorize it, and began flipping through it, page by page, studying each one as she went. She had a good memory—the years playing Tsatsun had helped hone that skill—but not quite as good as Boiyn. He had a nearly perfect memory and had been able to recall everything that he saw. Carth hoped that by staring at the pages, she might be able to recall them after she left Linsay.

      Linsay stood and grabbed the book from her, slamming it back on the table. “That is not for you.”

      “No? It’s on my ship, which means that it is for me. I think that if you’re trying to conceal anything from me, I have a right to know what takes place on my ship.”

      “The contents of my private records matter not at all to you, regardless of whether it happens on your ship.”

      Carth resisted the urge to smile. It was the first time that she had seen Linsay rattled, and it came over a book?

      “What about the others? Are those off-limits too?”

      “Anything in my cabin is off-limits to you, Carthenne. And I will know if you attempt to violate this space.”

      “Violate? Such a loaded word for my presence.”

      “There is nothing loaded about the word. Your presence here does violate my space.”

      “And your presence on the ship violates mine. What’s in the book?”

      Linsay sat back down and leaned back, her face going neutral. After a while, a smile came across her face. “The new tactic. Good. I had begun to think that you had stopped playing the game.”

      The quick way that Linsay shifted her demeanor bothered Carth, and she was left slightly unsettled. Carth pushed away that sensation, focusing on the books on the table. They mattered to Linsay. “I could slip in here under the cloak of shadows and you would never know.”

      “I would know when you came in,” Linsay said.

      “Did you know the last time?”

      Linsay frowned, watching her. After a moment, she smiled. “There was no last time. If there had been, you would have alerted me.”

      “You seem to believe that you know everything about my abilities, when you do not.” Carth let that comment linger for a moment. She crossed her arms on her lap and shifted her gaze, looking up at Linsay. “Why are you scared of those ships?”

      “As I said, the fact that you have to ask tells me that you are not prepared for them.”

      “Does it? Or maybe I know all I need to know about those ships and I’m only curious about why you’re afraid of them. You seem quite eager for me to destroy them, but maybe that’s not even possible. Maybe I can’t destroy them.”

      “Perhaps I don’t know everything about your abilities, but I know enough to know that you would have little difficulty in sinking those ships. The ships of Keyall might be prepared for your particular strain of magic, but those of”—she paused to catch herself and smiled again—“anyway, you would not have any difficulty with those ships. I am quite certain of that.”

      “If you knew me at all, you would know that your eagerness for me to destroy them only raises questions.”

      “My eagerness has nothing to do with it. You always have taken too long to gather information.”

      There was something about the way she said it that made Carth hesitate. Had Linsay known that she had gone to the other ship? If she had, did that mean that all of the information that Carth had gathered was now less valuable?

      She didn’t think so, but maybe.

      “What information have I taken too long to gather?” Carth tried to present herself as merely curious rather than worried, but when it came to Linsay, she wasn’t certain that she succeeded.

      “In everything you do, you are far too deliberate. Sometimes you have to move beyond gathering information and begin to take steps to act.” She leaned forward, the obnoxious smile that she often wore when it was only her and Carth plastered on her face. “You do understand how to act, do you not, Carthenne?”

      More because of the fact that she knew Linsay didn’t know that she had been to the ships than anything else, Carth managed to fight back the urge to flick one of her knives at her. It would take nothing more than a quick stab to the chest, and Linsay could be ended. Carth wouldn’t even mourn, and would probably have no difficulty with the other three. She could even have Jenna take care of them, and give her an outlet for her frustration.

      Instead, Carth only watched Linsay with a deliberate smile. “I know how to act. And you had best hope that I choose not to act when it involves you.”

      “On the contrary, I anticipate that you will. That’s the entire reason that I have arranged for your presence.”

      It was the confirmation that Carth had not wanted that Linsay had been responsible for pulling Carth to her. “And what reason is that?”

      “Those ships that we just saw are tied to Ras.”

      They were too far from Odian for that to be the case. “I doubt that,” Carth said.

      “And why is that?”

      Carth looked around the room. “I’m beginning to think that you know nothing about Ras. All you’ve given me are empty statements. I think you did something to them and you intend for me to attack.” Considering what she had seen of the captain, she didn’t think that was necessary.

      “What if I told you that I know not only Ras, but also Jhon. Would you believe it then?”

      Carth tensed slightly. She’d never mentioned Jhon’s name to Linsay before, never wanting to share certain parts of her past with others. He had been the man who had been responsible for helping her understand her connection to the shadows from the beginning, helping her understand that she was shadow blessed, and subsequently helping her understand that she was shadow born. It was because of him that Carth knew more about herself. And yet, through all of that, she’d had the sneaking suspicion that Jhon had been working on behalf of her father and attempting to maneuver her into serving the Reshian. Carth had been unwilling to do that and had wanted to choose her own path, but it was because of Jhon that she had been put into contact with Ras. As much as anyone, Jhon had been an influential person in her life.

      “I see that I have your attention now.”

      “Where are they?”

      Linsay smiled. “That is not how this game is played, Carthenne. As you can see, I have the information. I believe that you understand how that is important, especially when you try to lay out the game board.”

      Carth clenched her jaw, biting back the comment that she wanted to make. She needed to hang on to the few pieces of information that she had that Linsay did not know she had learned. Those could be revealed at the right time and would have a much greater impact when they were. If she released that information too soon, she lost her leverage.

      “I have no intention of destroying those ships or those people,” Carth said. “If that’s what you need of me, then all of this will fail.”

      Linsay regarded her for a long moment. “And what if you learned that they were in possession of great power? Haven’t you made it your mission to ensure that dangerous power is only possessed by those who are equipped to use it?”

      “What kind of great power?” Even as she asked, she thought back to the stories that Alistan had shared with her about the Elder Stones. There might be countless such stones, but there was one named after the Elder who had supposedly granted the gift of fire. It was the stone she suspected Ras was named after.

      Could the people of Ai’thol be in possession of such a stone?

      “The kind of power that you have attempted to keep me from.”

      Carth looked down at Linsay. “If this is true—and I’m not saying that it is—why would I help you if it meant that you would be granted this power?”

      Linsay smiled at her. “Even if there wasn’t something to worry about here, and even if you didn’t need to concern yourself with these people causing great harm with this power, you would search for it regardless, especially as Ras would want you to search for it. He’s your friend, which means that you will do anything for him. I think we’ve already established that trend quite well.”

      Carth leaned back, but there was nothing for her to say. Once again, Linsay was right about her, but that didn’t mean that Carth would continue playing the way she wanted. Rather than sharing what she’d learned of Ai’thol, she stared at Linsay.

      It was best to let her think she had won for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Carth stood alone on the deck of the ship, staring out at the sea. Massive waves rolled toward them, tossing her from side to side, and she flowed with them, keeping to her feet, holding on to the tiller wheel as she guided the ship. Winds gusted around her, pulling on the sails, and she stared at the darkness with the growing shadows, as if she could find answers. The night offered none to her.

      Linsay’s women were all below deck and were all either sleeping, or more likely, standing guard over her. There wasn’t much that they would be able to do were Carth or even Jenna to go after them, but the belief that they could helped them in some ways.

      Carth didn’t know what she was going to do. Could Ras—and Jhon—be involved in some way? Did the captain have information, or was this only about Linsay reaching more power?

      She contemplated trading Linsay to the Ai’thol, but what if that was what Linsay wanted? Everything, every decision, became more difficult as she struggled to know whether Linsay was playing a game with her and whether she was falling into the trap of doing exactly what the other woman wanted.

      On the surface, Linsay had made it seem as if she wanted Carth to attack the captain and his ships, but she had also made a few comments that left Carth wondering whether that was what she really wanted. It was possible that Linsay had anticipated that Carth would go to the ships for information, would learn about the captain, and would think to ally with him to eliminate her as a threat.

      If that was true, then trading Linsay for the others was exactly what Linsay wanted. But why?

      The only thing Carth could think of was that she wanted it because she had failed to get close to them. Once she got close to them, then Linsay could begin attempting to play her games with them, and Carth had little doubt that she would be effective.

      What she wouldn’t give for the ability to flicker like the Hjan and travel from place to place the way that they could. There was information she needed, and she hated that she was limited by distances in her ability to gather that information.

      She heard the creaking of the ship and glanced behind her, noticing Alayna coming up the stairs.

      Alayna’s hard glare softened and was replaced by a worried expression. “You didn’t wake me for my shift,” she said.

      “I’ve been stuck here trying to decide what I should do,” Carth said.

      “And?”

      “And I still don’t know. Everything that I think of, I wonder whether it’s exactly what Linsay intends for me.” Carth took a deep breath and guided the ship around a massive swell. Another came toward them, and she started to adjust the ship, but Alayna reached over her and steered them differently. When she did, Carth smiled to herself, realizing that the way Alayna had guided them would be a smoother ride.

      “Haven’t you told me that when everyone seems to know what move you might make, it’s time to act irrationally?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not something I would have said.”

      Alayna smiled. “Maybe not. Maybe it’s something that I’m telling you.” She gently moved Carth over to the side and took control of the ship. “This is about more than you versus Linsay. I think this is you struggling with using Tsatsun as a marker for all strategic decisions that you make. It’s a part of them, and it has helped you think in ways that others do not, but you are more than the game. We all have seen that, and it’s your obsession with it that has frustrated us. Not because we don’t care for you, but because we know that you are more than that.”

      “I’m… I’m not sure I know how to do this,” Carth said.

      “Maybe not yet, but I have faith that you will quickly come to know exactly what you need to do. It’s the same faith that we all have in you, Carth. That’s why we follow you.” Alayna looked behind her, as if attempting to stare down below deck. “It’s different with them,” she said. “I don’t know why they follow her. Maybe it’s power, maybe it’s fear, or maybe there’s something else. Whatever it is, I doubt that you or I will be able to get through to them, not with her in place and with the way that she has manipulated them.”

      Leave it to Alayna to touch on the one thing that had troubled Carth the most. She wasn’t able to reach these others, and that bothered her. She had wanted to get through to them, to save them if possible, but as Alayna said, maybe that wasn’t possible. Maybe Linsay had managed to get them thoroughly on her side.

      “I don’t know what Linsay knows of Ras, if anything, but she mentioned another name, one that she shouldn’t have known unless it was true. She won’t tell me why she mentioned them, which leads me to question whether they are in danger or not. If they are, I don’t even know if I need to try to help them. It’s not as if they are powerless.”

      “Then don’t.”

      When Carth glanced at her, Alayna shrugged. “Don’t play her game. That is what she wants, after all. Find a way to avoid her game, and if you have to stick with this idea that everything is a game, do it on your terms, not hers.”

      “How would you propose that I do that?”

      “Are you asking me seriously?”

      Carth nodded. “I feel… frozen. Every decision I think to make, I feel as if she has already planned for. And you’re right. I need to somehow get beyond playing her game, and I need to find some way to play my own game.”

      “Remove her power,” Alayna said.

      “I’ve been trying to do that, but everything that I try only leads to her having another advantage.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Think about it. She was helpless in Keyall, if only for a time. Peter and the constables held her, and they would do it again, especially with how she has attempted to escape. I doubt that she would be able to get free again, not if they watched her more closely.”

      “I’m not sure what that would accomplish.”

      “Maybe nothing, but you’d be avoiding playing her game, and you’d be choosing the stakes. I think that’s as valuable as anything.”

      As much as anything, that seemed a reasonable idea. She needed to stop doing what Linsay wanted, and if there was anyone who understood how dangerous the Collector could be, it was the constable in Keyall.

      Carth allowed herself to smile. “You will guide us?”

      “As much as I can, but if those ships are still following us…”

      “I’ll make sure that we get past them,” Carth said.

      Alayna watched her for a long moment before smiling. “Go get some rest. You’ve been up for a long time. I know that you don’t need nearly as much sleep as the rest of us, but you still need sleep.”

      “In a little while,” Carth said.

      She climbed up to the masthead and hung there. There was something quiet and peaceful about being high in the air above the sea, letting the wind flow around her and feeling the gentle swell of the waves. Carth noticed the way that Alayna gently brought them around, doing it carefully, slowly, and she began pushing off with the shadows, propelling them forward with increasing speed. They would be a few days out from Keyall, but she could lessen that considerably using her power. If she was quick enough, she thought that she could do it before Linsay even awoke and was aware of what Carth was doing.

      In a dark night like this, pulling on the shadows took less energy from her. The shadows were easier for her to use than the flame, but even her connection to them could weaken her over time, especially if she attempted to use them too often in the wrong conditions. It was something she was only aware of at times like this, when she thought to use great amounts of the shadows, using that to help propel her along. Otherwise, she wasn’t as aware of how much strength drawing on the shadows took from her.

      She clung there in the masthead, staring out at the water, letting the sense of it flow around her, the waves parting around the bow of the ship, and breathed deeply of the salty air.

      Carth lost track of time.

      It could have been moments, or it could have been hours; the cloudy sky made it difficult for her to track the movement of the moon in the sky. After a while, Carth became aware of something else. It was something she hadn’t expected, not at first.

      She attempted to part the shadows but couldn’t see clearly through them. Even with whatever enhancements her time in Keyall had granted, she still wasn’t able to see clearly. What she needed was someone who could.

      Carth jumped down to the deck and hurried below. She heard Alayna call after her, but she ignored her. She hurried to one of the cabins and knocked quickly, waiting a moment and then throwing the door open. Talia stirred as the door opened, and looked up through sleepy eyes at Carth.

      “What is it?”

      They hadn’t spoken much since Linsay had come on board, though that was more because of Talia than because of Carth. Carth suspected Talia still remained embarrassed, possibly fearful that Carth might retaliate in some way for the fact that she had betrayed them.

      “I need your eyesight.”

      Talia blinked and rubbed her eyes. She glanced to her right, and Carth looked over, only then realizing that Margo shared a cabin with her. Had Linsay placed Margo here to keep an eye on Talia, or was it a way to protect Talia from the belief that Carth might take some action against her?

      “Please,” Carth said.

      Talia nodded and followed Carth back up to the deck. They were moving swiftly, the force that Carth had used through the shadows sending them racing across the water. Even without her pushing on the shadows, that sense was still there, enough that Carth knew that it would feel strange to Talia.

      “Where?” she asked.

      Carth directed her to the masthead, and once there, she looked out, noticing what she felt in the distance. “There’s something out there, but it’s pushing against my connection to both the shadows and the flame. Whatever it is doesn’t want me to know what’s out there.”

      That troubled her. It was different than the resistance to her magic that the people of Keyall had. This was simply a failure, as if she had reached a barrier and could go no farther. She had experienced things like that before but had not expected to encounter something quite so powerful out on the sea.

      Talia stared out into the darkness, and Carth watched her rather than watching the water. She began to frown. It started slowly, with a tilt of her lips and a slight furrowing of her brow, and quickly became a deeper frown. She began biting her bottom lip.

      “You don’t see this?”

      “I don’t. Whatever is out there…”

      “It’s a fleet.”

      “A fleet?”

      Talia glanced over at Carth before turning her attention back out over the water. “At least a dozen ships. Maybe more. That’s all that I can see, but in the darkness, it’s not always quite what it seems.”

      “I thought you saw as if it were daylight.”

      “It’s sort of like it’s daylight, but not entirely. What I see is grays and whites, not quite the same vibrancy of colors as there would be otherwise.”

      Carth took a deep breath. A fleet chasing them. She could think of only one reason that a fleet would be after them, and it had to do with the captain and his pursuit of Linsay.

      Had she said anything that would reveal their position to him?

      Unless he had somehow managed to follow her as she’d returned to the ship. They would have been moving fast enough that he couldn’t have kept up, but she still didn’t know what abilities he had, if any.

      “Go wake your sister,” she said to Talia.

      “Carth?”

      “That’s what he’s after. They hope to capture her, and when—and if—they do, I’m not sure what they’ll do to her.”

      Talia climbed down, and Carth directed her attention back to the water, pushing off with the shadows, sending explosions of flame through it, but it seemed as if they were not propelled forward nearly as quickly as it had been. Was there something that the captain did that limited her? Was there some way that he managed to delay her magic? If so, they might be in more trouble than she realized.

      Movement down on the deck drew Carth’s attention, and she looked down to see Linsay and her crew of women standing alongside Talia, who motioned into the darkness, pointing toward the fleet. Carth couldn’t see them, but she could feel the strange presence out in the darkness and was aware that there was something there, though she couldn’t make it out. Somehow, she would have to find a way to get them outside the range of the fleet.

      Carth jumped down to the deck, and Linsay intercepted her. “You’ve changed directions,” Linsay said.

      Carth said nothing.

      “Were you aware they were coming?”

      “I can detect them, but only a little. I can’t see them, not the way your sister can, and it seems that they are now limiting my ability to move us more rapidly through the water.”

      “As I said, they have something of power.”

      What if they had acquired an Elder Stone from Ras? If so, it was possible that was the reason that she was struggling. The Elder Stone on Keyall had countered her, which left her wondering whether there was one on Odian, and if there had been, whether Ras used it.

      “We’re trying to outrun them, but…”

      “There has to be something more that you can do,” Linsay said. There was tension in her voice that Carth hadn’t noticed before. She feared the fleet and these men getting to her.

      “I’m trying to do it.” She regarded Linsay for a moment. “What is it that they are after? What is it that you have taken from them?”

      “I’ve taken nothing,” Linsay said.

      “They’re coming after you for some reason.”

      “You don’t understand them.”

      “Maybe it’s you who don’t understand them. We have a fleet after us, Linsay. When they reach us,” Carth began, making a point of saying when and not if, “there is nothing that I can do to stop all of them. If they attack, we are sunk. If I attack, it’s likely that several of us will die. Our choices are running, or allowing them to reach us and take what they want.”

      “What if what they want is you?” Linsay said.

      “If they have a way of countering my ability, I doubt they are interested in me. But if they take me, then I’ll do whatever I can to escape.”

      “You won’t escape, not from them.” Linsay looked out over the darkness, a bitter expression on her face. “Once they capture you, there is nothing you can do to get free of them.”

      “I think the constables in Keyall would have once felt the same way.”

      “Keyall is nothing compared to this.”

      “It sounds as if you have some experience.”

      “Not there. All I know is rumor.”

      “Rumor? You’re scared of little more than a rumor?”

      “When it’s rumors like this, yes. There is not much that I can do to get free if they somehow manage to capture me.”

      Carth felt the pressure against her and pushed off with her connection to the shadows and the flame, trying to explode them forward, but the ship didn’t move any faster. The sails flapped in the wind, but beyond that, she couldn’t influence the speed of the ship. If only she had some way of influencing the wind, but she did not.

      “They near us,” Carth said.

      Linsay glanced to her sister. “Keep her safe,” she said.

      Carth frowned. Could it be that Linsay actually cared about Talia?

      “Why would you worry about her now?”

      “I’ve always worried about her. My way of protecting those around me might be different than yours, but it doesn’t mean I don’t care.”

      “Linsay!” Talia shouted, and Linsay joined her sister at the railing, looking out over the water.

      Carth approached, and she stared until she noticed seven ships surging toward them out of the darkness. Five more joined, and then another five, and then Carth stopped counting. There were too many for them. They all converged on them, moving quickly, racing toward her small ship and far outmanned crew.

      Jenna stormed up to the deck, and knives appeared in her hands, but Carth rested a hand on her arm. “Easy,” she said. “This isn’t a fight that we can win.”

      The nearest ship was one that Carth recognized. It was the captain’s ship, the one she had been on. He appeared on the deck and stared at her across the distance. Dozens upon dozens of bows and crossbows were aimed in their direction. A few ballistas were aimed at them also. Carth could stop some of the ships, but she couldn’t stop all of them. She might even sink a few of the ships, but she doubted that she would sink all of them.

      Carth approached the railing. “Is this how you would entreat with me?” she called over to the captain.

      “This is not about you, Rel.”

      Carth could feel Linsay’s gaze staring at her, as if trying to bore through her. “You brought a fleet to my ship.”

      “A fleet might not be enough, not when it comes to the Collector.”

      “I think you have far more ships than you need to take in a single woman. Unless you intend to take all of us?”

      The captain’s ship neared them, slowing enough as it did that they didn’t ram into Carth’s ship. “Don’t give me a reason to claim all of you.”

      “I don’t intend to give you a reason to claim anyone,” Carth said.

      “All I want is the Collector.”

      Carth kept Linsay behind her as she tried to decide what she would do. She had wanted more information, but had she inadvertently alerted the captain that he needed more ships to capture them? She had revealed Linsay’s presence on her ship, which meant that she had drawn the captain to her. Anything that happened to those on the ship would be Carth’s fault.

      “And what will you do if you claim her?”

      “That is for my people to decide.”

      Carth stared at him for a moment. “Do you have the one known as Ras?” It was a gamble, especially if they didn’t and her mentioning his name only brought him to their attention, but she needed to know. She didn’t think they did, but what if the captain knew of Ras? It was possible that he had taken something from him.

      The captain watched her for a moment. “We do not have anyone by that name.”

      “Do you have someone by a different name?”

      “Enough,” the captain said. “Send her over, or I will be forced to take action.”

      Carth turned to Linsay. “Well?”

      Linsay clenched her jaw.

      “This isn’t a fight that we can win,” Carth said. “Go with them, and I will ensure that you are brought to safety.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Then your women will ensure that you are brought to safety. If you’ve engendered any sort of loyalty from them, they will act on your behalf.”

      Linsay looked over at Carth, and Carth couldn’t tell what the other woman was thinking. Was it anger in her eyes? Was there something else? “Much will be lost if they hold me.”

      “You haven’t told me nearly enough to convince me of that fact,” Carth said.

      “Because there hasn’t been the need. Because you aren’t ready. And because anything I told you, you would question.”

      “Just because I would question it doesn’t mean that there isn’t a reason to do so. Tell me what I need to know to help you.”

      “There’s nothing that you can do to help me, not now.”

      “There’s always something that can be done,” Carth said.

      “Take care of her,” Linsay said, her eyes watching Talia.

      Linsay approached the railing, and she crawled over to the other ship. As she did, she glared at the captain. “I am the Collector.”

      The captain studied her for a moment, and he grinned. With a sharp blow, he struck her on the back of the head, and she crumpled to the deck. He motioned to one of his men, and they scooped Linsay up, and carried her away.

      “Now, send the one known as Talia over as well.”

      Carth frowned and glared at him. “No.”

      “This is not a negotiation, Rel. Send her over, or your ship—and all on it—will sink.”

      Carth considered the ballistas aimed at her, as well as all the bows with arrows nocked and ready. They wouldn’t be able to survive. Any attempt to fight would fail.

      “Carth?” Talia asked, her voice a whisper. “How did they know about me? Linsay has kept my existence a secret for this very reason.”

      Carth looked over at her, and she felt anger bubbling up within her. It was her fault, and if anything happened to Talia, that would be Carth’s fault as well. “When we saw those ships, I—”

      Talia’s eyes widened. “This is because of you?”

      “This is because your sister refused to tell me what we needed to know.”

      “You said that you offered your protection, but that was nothing more than a lie, wasn’t it?”

      Carth looked at Talia before turning her attention out to the sea. The captain watched her, waiting. She would have to make a decision, but any decision that she made placed the others with her in danger. Would she do that for Talia? There was no reason for her to, other than the fact that she had promised that she would, and that she would ensure that no harm came to Talia.

      “I will come for you,” Carth said.

      Talia turned away from her, and anger burned in her eyes. “Don’t bother.”

      With that, Talia crossed over to the other ship and was immediately flanked by sailors obscuring Carth’s view of her.

      The captain tipped his head, almost a bow, before motioning to his men, and they sailed off, disappearing from view. Carth watched until they were gone, and only then did she turned away.

      “What now?” Alayna asked.

      Carth stared into the darkness, her mind racing along with the ship. What could they do?

      As much as she wanted to leave Linsay to the Ai’thol, she owed Talia better than that. It was her fault that she had been taken.

      “Now we figure out a way to rescue them.”
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      Carth could scarcely believe that she was back in Keyall, and staring up at the rock leading down to the shore. Even from where she stood, she could make out Peter watching her and the ship as it approached the harbor. Was he glaring at her? He likely suspected that she had returned to cause him more trouble, and Carth couldn’t even deny that likelihood. She had returned, and she wasn’t quite certain what it would take to discover what she needed. Why wouldn’t Peter think that she would cause difficulty?

      “He doesn’t look very happy about your return,” Alayna said.

      She guided them toward the docks, navigating them more smoothly than Carth ever would have managed. Alayna had become the captain of the ship, and Carth was left wondering what that made her. If Alayna controlled the ship, was she destined to be something else—someone else?

      “No, he doesn’t. But I don’t think we had much choice in returning.”

      “It doesn’t seem as if he’s going to understand that.”

      Jenna helped tie them off, and she glanced over to Carth and then to Alayna. A hint of a smirk was on her face, and she shrugged. “I’m happy to stay here and keep an eye on them.”

      She nodded to the three women who had been quiet since Linsay had been taken away. They didn’t blame Carth—at least they didn’t vocally do so—but they had also not said anything during the journey. Carth worried that they would retaliate at some point and didn’t want to be placed into a situation where she would be forced to attack or fight back, but at the same time, she didn’t want to allow them to cause trouble.

      “I can stay aboard and keep an eye on them,” Alayna said, glancing briefly at Carth.

      Jenna frowned. “Don’t you trust me?”

      “It’s not a matter of trust,” Alayna said. She pulled herself up, and sunlight glittered off her green eyes. “It’s more about whether we need to disappear quickly. If we have to escape, we need to make sure that someone capable of sailing us away is here. I don’t think it’s too much to claim that I am the better sailor.”

      Jenna seemed to consider the comment for a moment before she nodded. “You don’t mind me coming with you?” she asked Carth.

      “Mind? I want your presence.” She would have to think Alayna later for the tactful way that she had handled it. For now, Alayna remained the better sailor, and it was helpful for her to remain on board the ship. Jenna might be the more skilled fighter, which would be helpful if it came to that, but Carth was hopeful that it never did. She didn’t think that Linsay’s women would attack Carth, but she was less certain that they would leave Alayna or Jenna alone. She still hadn’t discovered what enhancements they had, but there had to be some, especially with as comfortable as they had seemed about being around Carth.

      Rebecca separated from Margo and Alessa, and she made her way to Carth. “I would like to accompany you if you would have me.”

      Carth thought about it for a moment. Dividing them would make it easier on Alayna, and it might give Carth a chance to prove herself to the others. They didn’t trust her, and for good reason. Linsay had taunted her enough that Carth had made the mistake of being combative with them when she should have attempted a different strategy.

      “You may come,” she said.

      Jenna frowned. “Are you sure that’s for the best?”

      “I presume she’s asking because she wants to know what happened to Linsay. She might be able to help us,” Carth said.

      Rebecca nodded.

      “What if she is still working on behalf of Linsay? What if she’s”—Jenna lowered her voice and leaned toward Carth with a whisper—“a spy?”

      Carth regarded Rebecca for a moment. “Imagine if the situation were reversed,” she said to Jenna, speaking so softly that only Jenna could hear. “Would you be angry if someone didn’t allow you to come with them to find out what happened to me or Alayna?”

      “You know that I would.”

      “This is no different. She’s after answers. We just have to be smart enough not to reveal anything that might place us into a difficult situation.”

      They started off the ship and along the docks. Jenna kept pace with Rebecca, ensuring that she remained a respectful distance behind Carth. Carth didn’t fear that she would do anything to harm her. Carth was her best chance at getting Linsay free, and if not that, Carth was her best chance of returning to Waconia and the rest of the women who worked for Linsay.

      It was surprising that Rebecca as well as the others seemed as concerned for Linsay as they did. It meant that they cared for her; maybe it wasn’t only about the power that she offered them. Could it be that Linsay had actually shown them something else that they needed?

      “How long have you served her?” she asked Rebecca as they made their way along the dock. Water splashed below, carrying the scent of the sea. The bright sun overhead glittered off the water, almost making Carth shield her eyes.

      Jenna clenched her jaw stared straight ahead. Her muscles were tense, and Carth could see the rage bubbling beneath the surface. It was enough to scare her, and would be enough to scare anyone, which seemed to be Jenna’s intent.

      “I’m not supposed to answer.”

      “You’re not supposed answer because Linsay told you not to, or because you don’t want to?”

      “I’m not supposed to answer you.”

      Carth chuckled. “If you don’t answer me, I can’t help her.”

      Rebecca glanced over, and her eyes carried with them more anguish than Carth would have expected. How had she misread Linsay and her interaction with these women so badly?

      The answer was easy. Carth had wanted to believe that Linsay used them, and through that, that she had abused them in some way. That didn’t appear to be the case.

      “I’m here to help her.”

      “Here in Keyall?” Carth looked around as they made their way up toward the city. They passed a few of the shops that were located along the road, most of them run-down and owned by people who were not native to Keyall and weren’t allowed into the city proper. “From my experience, Keyall won’t be very welcoming to you.”

      “Because I’m not from here?”

      Carth smiled. “Because of Linsay.” She glanced toward Peter as he watched her making her way up the road. “The Collector has a reputation here, and it’s one that has been well earned. She has angered a great many people in this city, and she has hurt a great many people. If it’s your intention to openly serve her here, you won’t find a very warm welcome.” Jenna was smirking, and Carth shook her head at her, needing to keep Jenna from instigating anything. “Now, if you had a different reason for being here, perhaps trade,” she said, emphasizing the word, “you might find them far more welcoming. Keyall has always been an epicenter of trade in this part of the world, though it has tapered off of late.” Carth looked over to Jenna. “Who is it that the people of Keyall blame for reducing the trade here?”

      Jenna grinned. “The Collector.”

      “That’s right. The Collector. The merchants of Keyall have been angry at the Collector, and blame her for a loss of trade. Now, anything that will impact them in that way is difficult for them to tolerate.”

      “The Cason isn’t responsible for a reduction in trade.”

      “No? I’ve seen it firsthand.”

      “It’s not her. Why would she reduce trade when it would negatively impact Waconia? Do you think Keyall is the only city along the coast that depends upon trade?” Rebecca stared at Carth, more steel to her spine then she had seen from her before. “Many cities depend upon it. Why prevent the merchants from reaching them, and making it so that the rest of us suffer?”

      “Because she’s the Collector,” Jenna said. “She deceived us for months. She used us, and then she sacrificed—”

      “Sacrificed?” Rebecca asked. “From the way she tells it, your man attacked her, and she was only defending herself.”

      Jenna rounded on Rebecca and grabbed her by the shoulders. For a moment, Carth thought that Jenna might lift her and throw her down to the rocks below, but Jenna managed to calm herself and take a deep breath, releasing her grip as she glared at Rebecca. “Boiyn never attacked anyone in his life. Whatever you might think is wrong. She killed him in cold blood, and then she took Alayna and myself captive, and she—”

      Carth placed a hand on Jenna’s shoulder, holding it there until the other woman relaxed her grip on Rebecca’s jacket and released it.

      “None of this makes a difference,” Carth said. “She is missing, and we need to understand why. Anything that you might know would be helpful, especially if it will help me find a way to reach her.”

      Rebecca glared at Jenna and then turned her attention to Carth, shaking her head. “I don’t know anything that will be useful.”

      “Don’t know, or won’t say?” Carth asked.

      Rebecca stared at her, saying nothing else. She sighed as she guided her back of the road, making their way toward the rest of the city. They passed rows of shops on this outer part of the city, some with merchants sitting outside, trying to wave them inside.

      She wouldn’t say anything, and Carth had to respect that, but the more that Rebecca was willing to share about Linsay, the easier it would be for her to know how much the Ai’thol were involved.

      When they reached the top of the cliff edge, Carth approached Peter, and he stood with his arms crossed over his chest. Two other constables were waiting next to him. Both were younger men, each quite muscular, and they had the dark complexion and hair that was typical of those from Keyall.

      “You said you would remain away,” Peter said.

      “I said I would remain away as long as I could,” Carth said.

      “Is there a reason that you couldn’t remain any longer? I warned you what might happen were you to return.”

      “I needed information, and Alistan might be the only one who can help me learn what I need.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I found her.”

      His eyes narrowed. “If you found her, where is she? Did you leave her on your ship?”

      “She’s not there, but there is something surprising about her that I discovered, which is the reason that I came to speak with Alistan.”

      Peter glanced at the other two with them, and they stepped forward.

      “I’m afraid I can’t allow you to visit with Alistan.”

      Carth frowned. “Are you really going to do this? I think we’ve established that even with your men, you aren’t able to capture me, let alone hold me. Let me speak to Alistan, and I will be on my way and out of Keyall.”

      “I can’t allow that.”

      Carth watched Peter for a moment, trying to understand what he was getting at. He didn’t care for her, but at the same time, he had never been one who would have attempted something like this. He was more cautious than that, especially as Carth had proven that she was not challenged by their ability to resist her magic.

      Had something taken place here in the time that she’d been gone?

      That seemed difficult for her to believe. Peter had run the constables, and he was easy for her to understand his motivation. He valued lawfulness, at least they kind of lawfulness that he thought fit with the rule of Keyall.

      “Where is he?” she asked.

      “As I said, I can’t allow you to go to Alistan.”

      Carth glanced at the two men with Peter, trying to see what they might do and how they might react. She had no interest in attacking them, and no interest in harming Peter, especially as she had the sense that he was only following his rules. But what were they? Something had happened here, though Peter wouldn’t say. Maybe it was because he couldn’t say.

      “Then I need to go to his estate.”

      Peter considered her for a moment and then nodded. “I won’t keep you from his estate. Don’t go looking for him.”

      “We won’t be here long. Once I learn what I need, I’ll be gone from here.”

      “I will hold you to that,” he said.

      The constables all stepped aside, and Carth passed them, with Jenna following close by her side. Rebecca lingered for a moment before hurrying along and catching up to Carth and Jenna.

      “What was that about?” Jenna asked.

      “I don’t know. He’s never cared for me, ever since…” Carth forced a smile, and Jenna clenched her jaw for a moment.

      “It’s all right. It was my fault.”

      “Just because it was your fault doesn’t mean that what they did was right.”

      “What happened?” Rebecca asked.

      Carth glanced over to Jenna, waiting for her to give a nod of agreement before answering. “What happened is that Jenna violated a custom of Keyall. She paid the price, and suffered because of it.”

      “What custom?”

      “I got into a disagreement with a man at a tavern. He thought that I should escort him back to his room, and I didn’t think that was necessary.”

      Carth considered her for a moment. “I didn’t realize that was what it was about.”

      “What did you think happened?”

      Carth shrugged. “It’s hard to know. You got into a tavern brawl. It’s happened before, and we all thought that you had too much to drink.”

      Jenna frowned. “A tavern brawl? I only had three mugs of ale!”

      “Three?” Rebecca asked.

      Jenna shrugged. “I would’ve had more, but they dragged me off before I had a chance. The ale wasn’t half bad, and much better than the piss that Carth likes to keep on board the ship.”

      “I haven’t liked keeping any ale on board the ship. I did it because of you,” she said, smiling.

      “If it was only because of me, then you could have at least kept something worth drinking.”

      “Three?” Rebecca said.

      “I think I’ve answered that.”

      “It’s just that…”

      Carth grinned. “Jenna is unique.”

      They reached Alistan’s estate, and Carth hesitated outside, debating whether she would simply make her way to the front door or whether she should attempt to sneak in. If he was gone, there was no need for her to be cautious with her approach, but why would he have gone? Where would he have gone?

      Alistan had wanted to be a part of Keyall, and had searched for information so that he could gain understanding of their connection to the power trapped beneath the city, thinking that it was an Elder Stone. Carth still wasn’t sure that he had it right, but Alistan certainly knew a considerable amount about both the city and the power that was collected here.

      “What kind of man is this?” Rebecca asked.

      “He’s a merchant.”

      “A merchant has a house like this?”

      “This merchant does. He’s somewhat unique in Keyall.”

      “And you thought he was the Collector at first,” Jenna said with a laugh.

      “I don’t think you can blame me for that. He set himself up to be seen that way.”

      Carth decided to go through the gate, and they made their way along the path to the front of the house. At the entrance, she knocked, waiting for an answer.

      When the door opened, Durand looked out at her. He had a long face, and his gray hair would have spoken of age even if his eyes did not. “Carthenne Rel. Why have you returned?”

      “I needed to speak to Alistan. It seems that the constable has decided that I’m not able to reach him.”

      “The constable is only doing what he has been asked to do.”

      “By who?”

      Durand looked at Jenna and then Rebecca before turning his attention back to Carth. “This is not something we should speak about out here.”

      Carth surveyed the garden and saw nothing else there. “If not here, then where?”

      “Come inside.”

      Carth started to follow, and Jenna reached for her arm, pulling her back. “We don’t know what happened to Alistan. And we know that your abilities are less effective here. Are you sure that we should risk ourselves, especially if they’ve done something to your one ally in the city?”

      “Durand won’t harm me.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Carth nodded. “I don’t think he has any interest in harming me. Whether he wants to help me is a different question.”

      Jenna reached into her pockets, and Carth knew that she was gripping the knives she had there. “I’m not going to give them an opportunity to capture us again.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to,” Carth said.

      “Alayna wanted me to ensure your safety.”

      “Is that right?”

      Jenna nodded. “It is. Which means that I will do whatever it takes to ensure that we get back out of here.”

      “I think that’s fair.”

      Jenna relaxed, but only a little. At least she hadn’t attacked. It would have to be enough.

      When the door closed behind them, Carth took a deep breath and hurried after Durand.
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      They sat in one of the libraries, and Carth looked around, remembering when she had been there with Durand and Alistan the last time, spending time studying Tsatsun and the Elder Stones, and trying to find out how she could capture Linsay. Now the library felt empty.

      No fire was lit, and the coals felt cold. A lantern rested on a table between the chairs, and it glowed with a soft light, but not brightly. Durand motioned for her to sit, and she did. Rebecca eyed the rows of shelves, and she made her way along them, scanning titles. With Linsay’s affinity for collecting knowledge, Carth suspected that Rebecca was thinking about how she could claim one or more of these books for her master.

      “What happened to Alistan?” she asked Durand.

      “He became too pushy.” Durand stood with his back to her, looking at the hearth. “He knew better than to push, especially as he was aware of where to find the source.”

      “What kind of pushing did he do?” She asked.

      “The kind that attracted too much attention.”

      “With the priests?”

      “With many different people in the city,” he said.

      “Where is he? Tell me they didn’t place them into one of the cells?”

      “Not there.”

      “Then where?”

      “I can’t share. Please do not push on this issue, as there is nothing that I can say about it.”

      Carth stared at him. What might Durand know? Probably more than he let on, especially as he was the one who now handled the estate. “There’s information that I need. Maybe you can help me with it. I came back to Keyall to see what Alistan might know about the Ai’thol.”

      Durand turned slowly and faced her. “Where did you hear that term?”

      “You are familiar with it. Good. It’s not one that I’ve heard before, and I—”

      Durand took a step toward her, and he clenched his fists. “Where did you hear that term?”

      Jenna shifted and moved toward Durand, and Carth could see the tension within her. If he took another step, Carth wasn’t certain that Jenna wouldn’t react. It was possible that she might put herself in front of him, blocking him from reaching her. Carth didn’t fear that Durand might harm her, but then again, her shadows and her flame would not be effective against him.

      “From a man I met on the sea,” she said.

      “You met?”

      “We were chased by three ships. I went after one of them, wanting to know why they were pursuing us.”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to reach the Ai’thol.”

      “You know of them. How?”

      “Even speaking of them is dangerous.”

      “They have Linsay,” Rebecca said.

      Durand looked over to Rebecca and he frowned. “The Ai’thol have captured the Collector?” When Rebecca nodded, Durand laughed a hearty laugh. “Perfect. Leave her with them. They can deal with her heartache.” Durand looked over to Carth, staring at her for a moment. “You intend to go after her. That’s why you came here.”

      “I intend to go after Talia.”

      “The Ai’thol have Talia? How would they have known about her?”

      “I might have said something,” Carth said.

      “Might?”

      “I didn’t know who the Ai’thol were. I was trying to gather information so that I could be better prepared. I had to make a trade for information.”

      “And that trade required you to reveal Talia’s name to one of the Ai’thol?” Durand asked. He relaxed and took a step back, moving away from Carth. Jenna remained on edge, staying close to Carth, as if she feared that Durand might attempt something.

      “Who are they?”

      “The Ai’thol are dangerous. They are violent.”

      “I gathered that, especially as they came at our ship with an entire fleet.”

      His eyes widened. “You saw a fleet of Ai’thol ships?”

      “Why?”

      “Only because they are difficult to see. You thought the Collector was dangerous, but the Ai’thol are something else entirely. You have called Linsay the Collector, but the Ai’thol have been at it far longer, and are far more dangerous than she could ever be.”

      Carth closed her eyes, thinking back to the captain. He had been pleasant with her, almost accommodating, but had it been nothing more than an act? If it had, that might explain why he had been willing to allow her to leave. He could have used her to bring him to Linsay.

      Carth didn’t like being used.

      And now she had both Linsay and this captain of the Ai’thol using her.

      She pulled the fragment of paper out of her pocket. Had he been honest with her? If he had, then she had his name, but she wasn’t certain that he had been truthful with her.

      “What is that?” Durand asked.

      She handed the slip of paper over. He looked down at it and shook his head.

      “I see nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Carth grabbed the slip of paper back from him and looked down at it. Whatever had been written on it was gone. Thankfully she had memorized the name, but was that even his name? “It was part of our agreement. He wrote down his name while I wrote down Talia’s.”

      Jenna was watching her, and Carth felt as if she had disappointed her friend.

      “I didn’t anticipate that he would attempt to capture Talia.” She said it as much for Jenna’s benefit as for Durand’s.

      “And you were honest with him.”

      “What choice did I have but honesty?” Carth asked.

      “Everything is a choice,” Jenna said.

      “And I made it,” Carth said. “I’m not happy with that, but I did what was necessary to try and determine what Linsay was after. If that required that I provide information about her sister, then I chose to do it. I can’t say that it was the right decision—”

      “It wasn’t,” Jenna said.

      “But it was the decision that I made. I made,” she said again, looking back to Durand as he continued to stare at her. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      “Which is why I came here. Alistan has spent some time traveling, and I thought that he might know something that could help.”

      “Alistan spent time in Keyall, but he did not grow up in Keyall. He doesn’t know the warnings of the Ai’thol, not the way that those of us who have lived here a long time do. Why do you think Bal gave us the ability to see the way that he did? Why do you think we were granted the gifts that we were?”

      “I thought it was because of the other Elders.”

      “Perhaps that was part of it. There are rumors that the Elders were fighting, and that we were nothing more than an extension of those battles, but there are other tales, stories that my people have told for generations, and they warned of great violence inflicted on my people, and it only stopped when we gained the abilities that we now have.”

      From what Carth could tell, the abilities involved enhanced vision in the darkness, and there was some immunity to her magic, but that wouldn’t make a difference, not against people who were not enhanced in any way. “How would your abilities prevent you from being attacked by the Ai’thol?”

      “They haven’t been able to reach Keyall in many years. They have tried, because they claim that this rock sits above a power that their ancestors claim they deserve, but we have known better, and we have had possession of it for far longer. And because of the presence of Keyall, the entirety of the north is safe. Without Keyall here, without the artifact we possess, the Ai’thol would have challenged it long ago.”

      Carth’s head was swimming. It was all too much to comprehend. She turned to Rebecca and looked at her for a moment. “What did Linsay take from them?”

      “I…”

      “You know. Or you know someone who might. They were after something. The captain on the Ai’thol ship was upset with Linsay, angry that she had stolen something from them. Whatever it was had been valuable.”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      Carth stared at her for a while, wishing that there was something that Rebecca might acknowledge, but she feared Carth. That was the effect of Carth’s actions with Rebecca and the others, and she didn’t blame them for it.

      “What might Alistan have known?”

      “As I said, whatever Alistan might have known matters very little. Especially if you have seen the Ai’thol, and they have captured the Collector. Perhaps it doesn’t matter that they have captured the Collector. This way, she can do no more harm to us.” Durand took a step back, and he watched Carth for a moment before inhaling deeply and nodding. “You may remain here for as long as you need, but I have said all that I can.”

      “And Alistan—”

      “Alistan will return when he is free to do so.”

      Durand moved past her and left, closing the door behind him.

      Carth stared at her hands, trying to think through what she knew. Coming up with any sort of connection was difficult, and she wasn’t certain that she was piecing things together in the right way. Alayna had cautioned her that she was contemplating too many things as part of a game, but there were times when putting it into that context helped her work through different scenarios. This was one of those times when she wanted the familiarity of the game board.

      She stood and went to the Tsatsun board that she knew Alistan had stored here and quickly set it up. Carth began placing the pieces around it, arranging them in a way that would help her figure out whether there was something in particular that she had to consider when it came to the captain. As she placed pieces, she tried think about what the Stone was. Could it be that the Stone was Linsay?

      She began making various movements, playing through, and came up with no solutions.

      She knew that Linsay had taken something from the Ai’thol, and the Ai’thol had been angered enough to come after her with an entire fleet, enough strength that there was little that Carth would have been able to do against them. Yet, the Ai’thol had allowed Carth to leave. That went against what Durand had suggested, and the fear that he had of the Ai’thol.

      Linsay had attempted to use Carth, but only after creating a network of her own, one that was well developed—far too well developed for it to have been created recently.

      Had she done it as a way to attack the Ai’thol, or was it as a way to defend against them?

      Carth wished that she would have some way of answering, but maybe she did. Rebecca might not be willing to speak, but it was possible there were others who would.

      Carth stood with her hands leaning on the board, staring at it. She took a deep breath, letting it out, trying to clear and calm her mind. What else did she know?

      There was the piece about Ras and Jhon. Linsay had used them for a particular purpose, and that had to be significant. Everything Linsay did had a purpose.

      There was the strange way the Ai’thol were able to push against the influence that Carth could use with her magic. Could it be that they had some connection? Could it be that they had Ras and Jhon, or had they taken something that would grant access to that power?

      “What is it?” Jenna asked.

      “Questions,” Carth said.

      “What kind of questions?”

      Carth looked over to Rebecca. “The kind that I think we need to encourage an answer to.” Carth motioned to Rebecca, and she glanced over. She’d been standing at a bookshelf, pulling at the books and pushing them back into place, only briefly glancing at the titles. “Have you ever played Tsatsun with Linsay?” Carth asked.

      Rebecca hesitated. “She has tried teaching each of us the game. She finds it relaxing.”

      “I know the feeling. Tell me, do you have any skill with it?”

      “I have some,” she said.

      “Come over here,” Carth said. Rebecca joined her, and Carth sat opposite Rebecca, resetting the game board. “Has she taught you to play like her?”

      “She has tried teaching us to play like you.”

      There was a certain hesitance to her words, and Carth realized that Rebecca had said more than she had intended.

      “Like me?” She looked up to Jenna and saw the irritation on her face. If Carth wasn’t careful, Jenna might do something foolish. “How did she intend for you to play like me?”

      “She had us study.”

      “Study what?”

      “Techniques.”

      “How would she have had you study techniques that would teach you to play like me?” Rebecca didn’t answer at first, and Carth leaned forward, shooting her a hard expression. “How?”

      “She has a series of books. They describe your playing style.”

      Carth closed her eyes. Why—and how—would Linsay have a series of books describing Carth’s playing style? Had she written them herself? That didn’t make sense, not if Linsay had been working with these others long before, but what reason would there have been?

      “How long have you had these books?”

      “Several years,” she said.

      Carth glanced over to Jenna before looking back to Rebecca. “Several years?”

      That put her timeline with Linsay much longer than she had ever known. How long had Linsay been traveling with them? It hadn’t been a year, which meant that any time before that would have been preparation.

      “Two, maybe three years.”

      “And you know where she came across these books?”

      It would have been before Linsay had worked with Carth, which meant it was before she would have had an opportunity to observe her playing.

      “I don’t. There are things she shares with some of us that she doesn’t share with others.”

      “And where are these books?”

      Rebecca stared at her and said nothing.

      “Are they on my ship?”

      “Please. Don’t do this.”

      “I’m finding out that there is a book on my playing style that has helped Linsay strategize against me and you’re suggesting that I not do anything? Tell me, are these books on my ship?”

      Rebecca looked down at her hands. “They are.”

      Carth understood now why Linsay had been so touchy about her accessing the books in her cabin. It was because they were books that detailed strategies on how to defeat Carth.

      “We’re going back down to the dock, and we’re going below the deck, and you were going to show me these books. If either of the others with you decide to intervene, you are going to make certain that they understand that I need to know more about these books so that I can help Linsay.”

      “You’re going to help her? Even after what you heard him say?”

      “I’m going to help Talia, even after what I heard him say. Whether I help Linsay or not depends on how much you help me.”
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      Alayna glanced over when they returned, arching a brow at Carth. She said nothing as Carth made her way toward the lower section of the ship. Jenna peeled off and went to talk with Alayna, likely to explain what had taken place.

      As she passed from the main level to below deck, Carth ignored the watchful eye of Margo and Alessa. Both women stared at her, and she ignored them, much like Rebecca ignored them. The occasional wave rolling toward shore sent the ship creaking. Rebecca staggered with one particular wave against the wall before catching herself.

      When they reached Linsay’s cabin, Alessa rushed forward and slammed her hand against the wall in front of Carth. “You are not to enter here.”

      “This is my ship.”

      “You have granted us the safety of passage. With that, you have given us a place to stay, and there comes a promise of safety. Would you threaten us now and take away that safety?”

      “Inside this room is a way for me to help your master,” Carth said. “Would you prefer that I cannot help her?”

      Alessa glanced past Carth and stared at Rebecca.

      “Let her in,” Rebecca said.

      “You know what the Cason said about her. You know that she is not to be trusted, and we are not to allow her to rifle through our belongings.”

      “You have a series of books in this room that I will see. You have a choice. Either you allow me to enter peacefully and you watch what I do, or you don’t, and if that’s your choice, then know that you will not care for the way that I push into the room.”

      “You told her?”

      It was more emotion from Alessa than Carth had ever heard, and she had to admit that it was somewhat amusing to see the anguish from the woman. She had always been reserved, and even a little angry. This woman was different. Had Linsay’s disappearance shaken her so much? It seemed to have shaken Rebecca, though it affected her a different way. She seemed to struggle with Linsay’s disappearance, but not quite as much as what she saw with Alessa.

      “There are reasons for what I told her,” Rebecca said. “You weren’t there.”

      There was an accusation present, and Carth was curious about what disagreement existed between them.

      “Move,” Carth said. “Feel free to watch, but that’s all you get to do. If you make an attempt to move on me, you will understand exactly what my control over the shadows can do.”

      Alessa turned her gaze to Carth, and she glared at her. “I think you misunderstand. I don’t fear you.”

      “No. You fear Linsay. Whatever she’s done to make you fear her is terrible. Know that while I might not be the person you want to serve, I would never do anything to encourage the people who work with me to fear me.”

      When Alessa didn’t move, Carth jerked on the door and sent Alessa staggering away. She stepped into Linsay’s cabin and sent a surge of her connection to the flame through her hands so that they glowed, lighting the room. She needn’t have bothered. Two lanterns rested on a table, both of them glowing softly. There were stacks of books scattered all about the room, and she noticed vials near some of them that reminded her of Boiyn.

      “Where are they?” she asked Rebecca, dragging her attention away from the vials. She wasn’t going to allow her memory of Boiyn to create difficulty, not now.

      “There,” Rebecca said. She motioned to a stack of books nearest the table, and Carth grabbed the first of them and began flipping through it. From what she could tell, it was a book about Tsatsun, though it was not written in a language that she understood. She looked up, and Rebecca nodded.

      “That’s what you’re looking for.”

      “What language is this?”

      “We had to learn it in order to understand what the Cason was trying to teach us.”

      Carth stared at the page, and there was something strangely familiar about the writing. Why should that be? What was there that she would recognize?

      After a moment, she had it.

      It was the same type of writing that she had seen in her mother’s books.

      “Lashasn?”

      Rebecca nodded.

      Carth flipped through the pages, studying the moves depicted there. They were Tsatsun moves, and the more that she read through the page, the more she recognized some of her earliest techniques. Here was one representing her playing as her mother. A few pages later, there was one representing her playing as her father. Then there was Invar, when she had attempted to play as him. Every page represented a new play, and each one was something that she had done, each one hitting too close to home.

      She looked up. “How?” she asked Rebecca.

      “These are the works that she gave us to use,” Rebecca said.

      “I see that. But how?”

      Could Ras have kept a record of how she had progressed? If he had, why?

      It felt like an invasion, and one that was worse than what she had experienced when held captive by Ras. Even if he was responsible for this, why wouldn’t he have asked her permission before documenting? Why would he have written an entire series about how to play as her?

      She lifted the next volume, and much as she suspected, it was similar to the last. There were attempts that she had made playing as friends, and some of the attempts were times when she had played as a variety of people.

      Each page revealed another game that she had played, and on each one, she began to have a rising sense of irritation. How could her games have been shared like this?

      The only way that they would have been was because of Ras.

      It made her time spent with him in Odian more uncomfortable.

      She had trusted Ras and had thought that he wouldn’t betray her, especially as he was descended from the Lashasn. Could that have been a mistake?

      She looked back up to Rebecca. “How many of you have studied these?”

      Rebecca glanced at Alessa and then over to Margo.

      “All of you, then?”

      Rebecca nodded slowly. “We have. That has been what she wanted of us. She wanted us to know how to play as you.”

      Carth glanced back at the books. It was a way for someone to be taught how to play Tsatsun. At least, it was a way that she had been taught to play Tsatsun. She had gradually increased her knowledge, starting with a simplistic approach and going from there, working to build on that, so that by the end of the time that she had been with Ras, she had been able to play from his point of view.

      Carth started flipping through the pages. If this was Ras who had created this book, would he have included the pages where she had played as him?

      She flipped through the three volumes and found nothing.

      As much as anything else, that was confirmation that it had been Ras.

      Which begged the question as to how Linsay had acquired this.

      “How many copies exist?” she asked.

      Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t know. She had this one, but I don’t know how many others existed.”

      “How many other copies did she have?”

      Rebecca glanced at the others before looking back to Carth. “There was just this one.” She watched Carth for a long moment, licking her lips. “You should know that she prized these books more than any others. They could only be studied in her presence, and even then, she limited those she allowed access to.”

      “Why would she limit access?”

      “Only to those who had shown some potential with Tsatsun.”

      Had Talia known? If she had, Carth doubted that she would have shared with her. But if Talia hadn’t known, it suggested that she hadn’t shown the same potential that these other three did.

      “Is that why you’re here?” Carth asked.

      Rebecca glanced over to Alessa and then to Margo. Neither of them had said anything since Carth had entered the room. “We’re here because we thought we might have an opportunity to observe you more closely.”

      “And why observe me?” Carth asked.

      “For the next time she asks us to play as you.”

      Carth didn’t know whether to be flattered or angry that Linsay had spent so much time learning how to defeat her, to the point that she had trained others to play as Carth so that she would have a better chance at eventually defeating her.

      “Have any of you ever beaten her?”

      “None have beaten her. That’s why she is the Cason.”

      Carth thought she recognized the word now that she realized that Ras had been writing in Lashasn, and that these women had been studying in the same language.

      “What does it mean?” she asked.

      She looked to Rebecca first, but she looked away from Carth, as if unwilling to answer. Carth shifted her attention to Margo and then to Alessa before finally looking back at Rebecca again. “What does it mean?” she asked.

      “There is no easy translation for it.”

      “Then give me the difficult translation for it,” Carth said.

      Rebecca looked over to Alessa, and the other woman shook her head.

      Rebecca looked back to Carth. “It means something along the lines of great instructor. Or perhaps master, or perhaps great one. There are many ways that it could be translated.”

      Carth didn’t know enough about Lashasn to know how to translate it, but there was something about it that troubled her.

      She looked back down at the books, staring at them for a few long moments. As she did, she thought she understood. When she looked up, Rebecca was watching her, saying nothing. “This is what you stole, isn’t it? She took these books from the Ai’thol.”

      “We don’t know. She had these books when she first began working with us,” Rebecca said. “She has always used these to help us understand how to play Tsatsun, so if she stole this from them, it would’ve been from a time before we worked with her,” she said.

      If that was the case, then the Ai’thol would have been after Linsay for a long time. Could that be why she had created the impression of strength? Not just the impression, but she had created actual strength and had accumulated those who fought on her behalf.

      Yet Carth still didn’t know why Linsay had used Ras’s name as a way to compel her. Was it because of these books? Could it simply be that Linsay knew of her connection to Ras and used that against her, or was there something more?

      “What do you plan to do now that you know?” Rebecca asked.

      Carth found it interesting that Rebecca was the one to question her, and that she had been the one who had asked most of the questions. She had thought Alessa would be the one who led them, but she had been mostly silent.

      “Now I have to figure out how to go after them.”

      Rebecca looked at the others before focusing on Carth. “Even after everything you’ve learned, you still intend to go after them?”

      “What have I learned? The Ai’thol are dangerous, but not as dangerous as I think Durand would like me to believe. I have learned that Linsay had acquired books that should not have existed, and she used them to learn how to play Tsatsun as me and to help train others to defeat me.”

      They hadn’t—not yet. Would they eventually learn enough to challenge her? Carth had to admit that it was possible they would, which meant that perhaps this was an effective way of teaching Tsatsun. What would happen if she had been the one to write a book like this, only rather than just showing strategy, she had included an explanation, as well as her thought process with each move? Would it be a more effective teaching strategy?

      “And I’ve learned that my old mentor might not be trusted.”

      Hopefully there was some explanation other than that. Otherwise Carth would be even more hurt, if that was possible. She was hurt enough at the idea that Ras had betrayed her, so believing that he had done so with some intent made it easier.

      “I intend to return to the Ai’thol lands, and once I get there, I intend to find Linsay and Talia, and I intend to reclaim them.”

      “I’m afraid that will be more difficult than you intend.”

      Carth looked up and saw Alistan standing in the doorway. He was dressed differently than he had been before, now wearing only the black of those who were from Keyall.

      “Alistan?”

      He glanced at the other women before turning his attention back to Carth. “I heard that you came looking for me.”

      “What happened? Peter said—”

      “Peter was not at liberty to reveal what had happened to me.”

      “How much of this did you hear?” Carth asked.

      “Enough to know that you will be heading into great danger if you attempt to go after the Ai’thol.”

      “Why?”

      “For one, you don’t have the numbers. There would be thousands of them, and even if you gathered all of the women you have working with you, and possibly those who work with the Collector, I doubt that you would have the numbers to succeed.”

      “You said for one.”

      “The other is more difficult. When we’ve talked about trade out of the west, we haven’t really been explicit about why that has changed. There was a time when our ships would travel to a trading post. It was little more than a sand reef in the middle of the ocean, but it was a place where ships would gather, and trade would commence.”

      “And?”

      “And the Ai’thol have claimed it as their own. For you to find the Collector and Talia, not only you would have to confront the fleet that Durand said you faced, but you would need to go after perhaps one hundred ships. Maybe more. That’s too much even for you, Carthenne. Even if you attempt it, you could lead to something greater—a threat that we have managed to avoid for decades. Centuries. Do not bring their attention upon us.”

      Carth glanced at the women who had been with Linsay and was saddened by the fact that she thought that Alistan was right. If it really was that many ships, there might not be anything that Carth could do. And if there was nothing that Carth could do, there was probably nothing that anyone could do.

      Except, someone had done something.

      Linsay had managed to sneak into the Ai’thol lands, and she had managed to steal these books—or something—from them.

      “Their attention is already here, Alistan. They have a fleet within distance of Keyall. Whatever they are planning, it will be soon.”

      And if they thought that Linsay had found the Elder Stone in Keyall, they would want her. Instead, Carth had allowed them to take a person who had experienced the Elder Stone in Talia.

      “This is my fault. I’m still willing to go after her,” she said to Rebecca, and only Rebecca. The others would defer to her. “But only if I have your help. I need to know what you know of her time with the Ai’thol, and how she managed to get in and out.”

      Margo shook her head, and Alessa only stared at Rebecca. Rebecca met Carth’s gaze, and a debate waged behind her eyes. After moments passed, she nodded. “I will tell you what I can, but I’m not sure that even I have the answers.”

      “Then who might?”

      “If there are answers, they would be on Waconia,” Alessa said after no one spoke for a while.

      “Waconia?” Alistan asked. “There is nothing in Waconia except…” He smiled. “That would have made an excellent way to conceal her presence there, wouldn’t it? Clever. Almost as clever as you, Carthenne.”

      “I would say that Linsay is probably cleverer than me. I never thought to mask the presence of the people who worked with me.”

      “Waconia is only a short sail from here.” Alistan looked at Carth, as if he expected to come with her.

      Would there be time? Could they avoid an attack long enough to get what they needed out of Waconia before the Ai’thol did whatever it was that they planned?

      She had to try.

      “We will go to Waconia, then we will decide what we can—and will—do.”
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      It was strange heading back into Waconia with a ship that functioned the way it should, but stranger still was the fact that she came without Linsay, but leading Linsay’s women. They made their way up the hillside, a caravan of people who headed away from the docks and toward the women’s tower.

      Carth allowed Jenna to be on edge, prepared for any sort of attack. Even Alayna had come ready, and her green eyes flashed as she turned her head from side to side. What did she See as she looked around? If there was anything of significance, she would have told Carth. Since she had been silent about it, that meant that there was probably nothing.

      Rebecca, Margo, and Alessa were all quiet. They were slightly reserved, and she wondered whether they feared their return, especially returning without Linsay.

      Rebecca took the lead as they neared the familiar brightly colored buildings. She guided them past a row of houses, and past a row of what appeared to be shops, before turning down the narrow street that ended in a plain royal-blue building. There were no windows, and nothing else in this area suggested that they had found a place of importance, but when Rebecca knocked in a rhythmic fashion on the door, Carth suspected this was the place.

      The door pulled open and a blond-haired woman looked out through it. When she saw Rebecca she started to smile, but then she looked past Rebecca and seemed to notice Carth and the others. Her smile faded. “Where is she?”

      “Taken.”

      “Taken? And you have betrayed her so quickly by bringing her here?”

      Carth stepped forward. She had seen the woman before. This was the one who had greeted her in the street when she had first begun to search for the women’s tower. She was young—at least, she had a youthful appearance. There was a brightness to her eyes, and a depth—almost a wisdom—that Carth had only seen from those who had lived and spent years experiencing the world.

      All of these women had embraced the enhancements Linsay had offered, which left Carth wondering if maybe their age was nothing more than an illusion. Could it be that they weren’t as young as they appeared? Could it be that what she saw as their youth was nothing more than the effect of enhancements?

      Carth smiled. It would be even more reason that the women would have wanted to stay with Linsay. Could she have found some secret to youth? Some cure for aging?

      “They didn’t have a whole lot of choice, not if they wanted to get your beloved Cason back. Now, do you want to let me enter or not? If you don’t, I will find another way in. Or maybe I won’t.” Carth leaned forward. “I don’t have that much objection to allowing the Ai’thol to keep Linsay and Talia.” She watched the woman, wondering whether she would recognize the term, and wasn’t surprised to see the way her eyes narrowed at the mention of the Ai’thol. “Yes. I see that I have your attention.”

      “You encountered Ai’thol? I thought she wanted—”

      Alessa shook her head, cutting the woman off.

      Carth turned to her. “What did she want?”

      “We need to fill her in,” Rebecca said. “If she is going to help us get her back, we need a certain level of honesty with her.”

      “Let’s start with what she wanted me to do with the Ai’thol.”

      “She wanted you to destroy the ships,” Alessa said in her gruff voice.

      Carth glanced over at Alayna, shaking her head. After all they had been through, Linsay had actually wanted Carth to simply destroy the ships? That seemed far more straightforward than what she was accustomed to with Linsay.

      “She made it seem as if she didn’t want me to destroy the ships,” Carth said.

      “Only because she thought she needed to tell you not to do something in order for you to do it.”

      Jenna laughed, the first time she had done so around Rebecca and the others. “She has a point,” she said when Carth glanced over to her. “With you, sometimes we have to tell you not to do something in order to convince you that it’s the thing to do.”

      Carth regarded Jenna for a moment. “I know the feeling.”

      “Are we going to stand here, or are you going to let us in?” Carth asked the woman.

      “Why?” the blonde asked.

      “She thinks that there might be something in the Cason’s records about how she snuck into the Ai’thol.”

      “We aren’t allowed into her private areas.”

      “Even when she’s missing?” Carth asked. She leaned toward the woman. She had a minty scent to her, and it made Carth wonder if perhaps that wasn’t part of the enhancements that Linsay had generated for them. “She will die if she remains there. I know you believe her invincible, but the forces that are arrayed against her are more than what even your precious Cason can withstand.”

      “If she returns, I will say that you forced me,” the woman said to Carth and then turned her attention to Rebecca.

      “If she returns, you can blame me and the entire Binders.”

      The woman watched Carth for a moment, then turned and headed down the hallway.

      Carth followed, and the hall opened up into a massive room. Carth wasn’t surprised to see that it was the other side of what she had come to consider the throne room. The woman guided her through it and off to another room, this one smaller and lined with wall-to-wall shelves, much like Alistan’s library had been. Books were stuffed into the shelves.

      “This is her private room,” the woman said. “We are allowed to enter, but only in her presence.”

      “Which of these has she recorded?” Carth asked, looking at the books.

      “All of them.”

      Carth looked around. “All of them?”

      “All of these are her documents. She keeps a record of everything. If you think that we will find some reference to the Ai’thol, it will be stored here.”

      The hope that Carth had that she might find something was beginning to be extinguished. It would take far too long to work through these journals, long enough that she doubted that they would discover answers quickly enough to make a difference for Linsay and Talia.

      “Can you See anything that might guide us?” she asked Alayna.

      Alayna looked around at the shelves, her eyes growing flat and distant, and she shook her head. “There is nothing here that would guide me in any way. I’m sorry, Carth.”

      The blond-haired woman walked to a shelf and then returned with a large leather-bound book. She held it out to Carth. “We don’t have to search each book. She catalogs them. If we know what we’re looking for, or how she might have referenced it, we can find the appropriate record.”

      “I’m beginning to think you never had a chance against her,” Alayna said.

      The level of organization displayed here was incredible, but it was fitting for someone who went by the moniker the Collector. Of course, a Collector would have been organized, and of course she would have managed to keep everything coordinated. How else would she have expected to find the appropriate record again when searching for it?

      Carth took the catalog and started to flip through the pages. There were notations made here that were Linsay’s way of indicating where to find various volumes. She flipped through the pages, moving slowly at first and increasing in speed as she worked her way toward the back. Each page was filled with a neat script, and there was a code—a mixture of letters and numbers—attached to each one, what Carth suspected represented her way of referencing each volume.

      “How many of these catalogs exist?”

      The woman went off to a shelf and grabbed two more volumes that were the same size as the first. “She is on her third volume.”

      “And she allows you to know where these are? I thought you were only allowed to handle her journals when she was in the room with you. Linsay would be unlikely to reveal such secrets.”

      The woman flushed slightly. “She has documented while I was present on more than one occasion,” she said.

      “Stacia!” Rebecca said.

      Stacia glanced over. “She did it so that I can help if she needed my assistance.”

      “Your assistance? How would she need your assistance with documenting her journal entries?” Alessa asked.

      Carth grinned at the discussion between them. “Are you afraid that Linsay will be angry with you?”

      “She won’t be angry. I know you probably don’t think much of her, but she wants us to work with her, and she does everything that she can to help us understand our abilities better.”

      “Abilities? What you have aren’t abilities, they are enhancements. There are dangers to using the enhancements,” Carth said, glancing over at Jenna.

      “We have seen no side effects from using them.”

      “The person who taught Linsay about enhancements was not convinced that there weren’t side effects. In fact, he believed that there were.”

      “There are side effects,” Jenna said quietly.

      Rebecca glanced from Carth to Jenna, and she looked at Jenna with an expression of sadness. “I don’t claim to know what you’ve experienced, but she told us about what was used on you. That was not an enhancement. That was meant for a different purpose altogether. The side effects from that is different. You can’t attribute the same side effect to your sedative as what we used to augment ourselves.”

      “It’s not only that,” Jenna said. Her voice barely rose above a whisper. Carth hadn’t spoken to Jenna about her experiences with the enhancements, not enough to know how they had affected her. Carth was able to burn them off, but the others could not. They had to wait until the effects of the concoction wore off on their own. “There are other effects to the enhancements. I know this because Boiyn was afraid of those other effects, and he tried to protect me from them, but…”

      Alayna patted Jenna on the shoulder, consoling her.

      “What kind of effects did you experience?” Carth asked. She hadn’t heard anything about the effects, other than a warning from Boiyn that they might exist. Neither of the other two women had mentioned anything, other than what Carth had observed from Jenna.

      “We haven’t wanted to worry you,” Alayna said.

      “You haven’t wanted to worry me? What have you kept from me?”

      “You’ve needed our help,” Jenna said. “We used Boiyn’s enhancements willingly, knowing that they would help us with you.”

      Carth looked from one woman to the next, but both made a point of looking away from her, as if they feared answering her.

      “You didn’t need enhancements to help me. That wasn’t the point of me having you accompany me this way.”

      “There were times when we did,” Alayna said softly.

      That wasn’t the expected response—or the person that she would have expected to have given her that response. Jenna was a different story, and Carth wouldn’t have been surprised to have Jenna tell her that she had needed the enhancements so that she could fight alongside Carth, but for Alayna to do it?

      “We will have to talk about this later,” Carth said.

      “What is there to talk about?” Alayna asked. “We made a choice. We are dealing with the consequences.”

      “I can help you,” Carth said.

      “Maybe, but maybe not,” Alayna said.

      Carth met her gaze and Alayna’s bright green eyes practically dared her to question. Carth finally pulled her gaze away from her friends, and she looked at the women who had been working with Linsay. “What can you find in these journals about the Ai’thol?”

      Stacia set down one of the books and began flipping through the pages. “We will need to take time to study. I don’t know that I can answer without reviewing it. Is there anything that you might know about that would help place what you’re looking for?”

      “Other than the Ai’thol?”

      Stacia nodded. She clutched one of the books to her chest, and her eyes continued to look down to where Carth held the other two. “That might be too broad of a topic for such a search. We can certainly try, but I think you should be prepared that it won’t be as easy to find as that.”

      “Then we look for references to Ras or Odian or…” Carth tried to think about what else might have been used. There was something that was tied to the Ai’thol, but it was a name given to her by the captain. Could that be what she needed?

      The idea seemed ridiculous, but why should it be? It would be no more ridiculous than the fact that Carth had willingly given him Talia’s name.

      “Try looking for the name Olandar Fahr.”

      “Whose name is that?” Stacia asked.

      “I don’t know whether it’s his name or whether it’s a name that he made up, but I wonder if Linsay found the same name.”

      They all took seats, each of them looking at the catalogs and trying to find an answer to whether Linsay had recognized that name. There was nothing obvious in the catalogs, nothing that would indicate whether she had experience with a man by the name the captain had given her or not. From what Carth could see, Linsay had documented an incredible number of different experiences. She had been much better traveled than Carth had ever imagined. Not only were there trips to all of the places Carth had been, but she saw one that made her pause.

      “This one,” she said, pointing.

      Alayna looked over her shoulder and frowned. “That isn’t the name you’ve given us.”

      “It’s not the name, but there is something to it that I think will help.”

      Stacia looked at the volume Carth was holding out and made her way around the room, searching until she found the volume that Carth had indicated. She pulled it off the shelf and glanced at the others before bringing it over to Carth. “These are considered important. Please be careful when you’re going through it.”

      “I will,” Carth said.

      She started flipping through the pages of the volume that Stacia had brought her but found nothing that drew her attention. “How do you know this is the right one?”

      Stacia pointed to the front cover where a series of letters and numbers had been written. It matched the one that Carth found in the catalog. “She keeps track of them this way. I suspect she has some strategy to her organization, but most of us aren’t familiar with it. That remains a mystery even to us.”

      Carth glanced around the room before finding a chair near one of the shelves and taking a seat. She rested the book on her lap, flipping through the pages. Linsay’s writing was neat, compact, and Carth didn’t struggle to follow it. Thankfully, she didn’t use any other language than the common one. Had she written in Lashasn, Carth wouldn’t have unable to follow. But then again, why would Linsay have written in Lashasn? Ras had done so—at least, she presumed that it had been Ras who had created the volumes that detailed ways to defeat Carth—but Linsay wasn’t from Lashasn. She wouldn’t have known that language as well as she knew others.

      Near the end of the book, she found the reference she was searching for.

      Alayna remained near her, reading over her shoulder. “What is it?” Alayna asked.

      Carth looked up. “Ever since they showed me the books of Tsatsun strategy, I’ve wondered about Linsay’s connection to Ras.” There had to be one, but what was it? What was Linsay keeping from her?

      “And does this give you a better idea?” Alayna asked.

      “Look at this.”

      Alayna leaned in, and Carth pointed to the paragraph. “I don’t know what it means.”

      “It means that Ras taught Linsay.”
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      Carth sat in the cabin on her ship, feeling the waves rocking while they anchored in the bay, staring at the book that rested on her lap. This was proof that Linsay had known Ras. He had trained her, much as he had trained Carth.

      But why?

      And if he had trained her, then why would she have needed the books on Carth’s playing style?

      That was the question Carth had yet to have answered.

      Had Ras known who she was? Had he known what she would do? Carth doubted that he had known how dangerous she would become, but maybe he had. Hadn’t Ras always valued strength? Why wouldn’t he value Linsay, and the person that she had become? He would have appreciated the strength that Linsay had managed to demonstrate.

      But if he had trained Linsay, and if she had a similar affinity for him as Carth did, why wouldn’t she have told Carth? Why keep that from her while she wanted help? Could she have thought that Carth wouldn’t help otherwise?

      When she’d last left Ras, they had been on reasonable terms, but there had been the question of whether Ras had manipulated her, forcing her to join him. Maybe he had moved on, searching for someone who might be more ruthless than what Carth had been willing to be, but Carth thought that she had been plenty ruthless when it came to it. She had been willing to attack, and willing to do what was necessary to ensure that the people she offered protection to had the necessary protections.

      Creaking along the stairs alerted her that someone else had re-joined her on the ship. Carth looked up, expecting Jenna or Alayna, as both women had remained on the shore, searching for more information, but that wasn’t who came below deck. Rather, it was Rebecca. She paused in the doorway, looking over at Carth, a question on her face.

      “What is it?” Carth asked.

      “We’ve found something,” Rebecca answered.

      “About Ras?”

      That was where Carth had instructed them to begin, showing them that there were other volumes that involved Odian and Linsay’s training with Ras, but Carth had taken only the first of the volumes, wanting to see what she could learn, knowing that there had to be something here that would explain what—and how—Linsay had begun training with Ras. She wanted to understand that even more than she wanted to know why the Ai’thol had come after her.

      “We followed the journals as you instructed,” Rebecca said. “We didn’t find much more other than her training.”

      Carth nodded. She wasn’t certain that there would have been much more for her to find. If Linsay had been training with Ras, she had wondered if perhaps there might be some key to understanding how Linsay had played Tsatsun, but maybe her training had been along the lines of what Carth had gone through, the kind of training that would have left her feeling like nothing more than a captive, forced to struggle so that she could escape.

      “There was something else. It was in a description of a conversation that the Cason had with this man.”

      “And?”

      “And there was one reference, brief, but considering what we’ve been looking for, I thought it best to bring to you.”

      She set the journal in front of Carth, who skimmed the page. The preceding paragraphs discussed a recent loss to Ras, and now she was discussing the technique that she had used but failed in. There was value to it, especially as Carth intended to understand Linsay so that she could be better prepared to defeat her, but there wasn’t anything else there of use.

      “I don’t see what you’re referring to.”

      “It’s here,” Rebecca said. She pointed to the page.

      Carth frowned as she studied it. It was an odd reference, one that Linsay had written about needing to travel too far to fully understand the game.

      Carth stared at it.

      Not too far, but to Fahr.

      Linsay had documented the discussion. Ras had been the one to instigate her finding the Ai’thol.

      But why?

      Carth continued to flip through, but there weren’t any more discussions, certainly not about Ras and his travels. “Is this it?” she asked.

      “This is what we’ve come up with,” Rebecca said.

      “I need to see all of them from her time in Odian.”

      “You saw it, then?”

      Carth nodded. “I think you’re right. It’s too much of a coincidence.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “If this is right, it might mean that things aren’t quite what they seem.”

      “I will get you other volumes.”

      “I still need to know how she managed to break into the Ai’thol. Anything that we can find about that will help us.”

      Rebecca left Carth, and Carth sat back down, staring at the page in the book. It seemed an impossible task. How was she to go after a place with so many ships, and as dangerous as they possibly were, without endangering herself and those who worked with her?

      There wasn’t a way. More than anything else, Carth was keenly aware of the fact that there didn’t seem to be any way for her to reach them, not without putting too many lives in danger.

      She began reading through Linsay’s journal and found a few sections where she described games that she had played with Ras. These were the most helpful. As Linsay would not reveal any strategy to Carth, this would be the only way that Carth would know how Linsay intended to play Tsatsun, and it would be the only way that Carth could discover how to counter her if she continued to press when—and if—Carth ever managed to get her to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Carth awoke to the sturdy sound of boots on the deck, and she looked up when Alayna entered. “I’m glad you were getting some rest. You can’t help anyone if you’re exhausted,” she said. She pulled the book away from Carth and pointed to the cot. She stood there, unmoving, until Carth stood and went to lie down on the cot.

      “I can’t get past the idea that there’s something more here I’m missing,” Carth said.

      “Maybe you’ll find the answer when you get some rest. Sometimes it’s the answer you’re not looking for that comes to you, and—”

      Carth sat up, and she looked at Alayna. “That’s it.”

      Alayna frowned. “How is that it?”

      Carth looked around her cabin. It was sparsely decorated, the way that she liked it. There was a Tsatsun board tucked away in the corner, and a trunk at the end of the cot, and a table that took up most of the space in the middle of the room. She didn’t need a lantern or much light, but she had one for the others who came here, choosing to make it so that they would not be uncomfortable.

      “You said sometimes the answer will come when you’re not looking. I think that’s the key.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Alayna said.

      “That’s what you told me.”

      “I was meaning more that you needed to get some rest, and that maybe while you were sleeping, you might find the answer to what you needed.”

      “I don’t think I have time to sleep.”

      “Why?”

      “They’ve been captured for days. There comes a time when we won’t be able to get to them anymore. I worry that we’ve already reached the point where they will be lost.”

      “Do you think that the Ai’thol will harm them?”

      “Not the Ai’thol. Ras.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve been struggling to understand what has been going on. When I met with the captain, he didn’t strike me as a violent individual. And he let us go. That’s not the behavior of someone who wants to destroy us. He was after Linsay.”

      “And Talia,” Alayna said.

      “And Talia, but only after I mentioned that they were related. Before then, he hadn’t known about her, and I don’t think he was interested in Talia. It was after spoke with me, and he…” Carth thought about that time, remembering the way that the captain had disappeared from the cabin, leaving her alone for a while. She had thought that he was going elsewhere for a different reason, but what if he was going with his instructor? Could it be that the answer had been there all along? If it was, then even Linsay had it wrong. She had wanted Carth to go after the Ai’thol, thinking that they would find Ras, but Ras had never been missing—not in the way that Carth had believed.

      “What is it that you figured out?”

      “When Rebecca showed me these books,” she said, pointing to the stack of volumes that described her training at Tsatsun, “I thought that she had either gotten them from Ras, or she had stolen them from the Ai’thol. Either way, I have been working under the belief that Ras betrayed me by recording our games.”

      That had hurt more than Carth wanted to admit. But what if that hadn’t been the case at all? What if Ras hadn’t betrayed her, but Linsay had stolen the books from him? Carth didn’t know why she would have done it, not yet, but she could discover that in time. For now, she had to find a way to reach him.

      “You think your mentor is the one to blame for their abduction?”

      “I’m not sure. I wonder whether he is behind it more than I realized.”

      “If he is, how do you intend for us to find him?”

      She had been planning to try to sail to where she could find the Ai’thol, but that wasn’t going to get her the answers at all. If she was right, and Ras was involved—forcing her involvement—then it wouldn’t be going to the Ai’thol and trying to force them to release Linsay and Talia.

      It would be a much subtler game. It would be the kind of game that would ensure that Ras would play. And it would take her to Odian.
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      Water sprayed up onto the deck of the ship, the heavy waves crashing around her. Carth allowed Alayna to steer, knowing that she was the better sailor and that she would be best able to get them to Odian safely. A hot wind gusted, carrying the humidity of the sea, and Carth stood in the middle of the deck, looking out at the water moving past her, remembering the first time she had sailed for Odian.

      “You don’t think we should have more people with us?” Alayna asked again. Since breaking through a line of Ai’thol ships, drawing their attention, it had been a frequent point of discussion for them.

      “If Alistan answers, we will have more people.”

      “And the Binders?” Alayna asked.

      Carth hoped they would be able to reach them in time. The should be able to. The distance from Asador to Odian wasn’t that great.

      “What if something happens to you here?”

      “Odian will not be dangerous for me.”

      Alayna looked around the ship. “What about the rest of us?”

      “It will only be dangerous when the Ai’thol attack, and I don’t intend for you to go it alone.”

      “How can you be sure that he’ll be here?”

      “Because he never left Odian.” She should have known. Ras had only left Odian when forced, and this had the appearance of something he had choreographed.

      He had thought his documenting her strategy surprising, but she had begun to think he had some plan in mind in doing so.

      “You can’t go alone,” Alayna said.

      In the distance, Carth could make out another ship. They had passed several, making her increasingly certain that they planned an attack.

      Could Linsay have been the key?

      Carth decided that it was possible.

      And it was the reason she would draw them away from Keyall.

      By spreading the word that she had the Elder Stone, she would draw them to Odian. It was a risky move, but she hoped the payoff was worth it. If not, they would be crushed by the Ai’thol, but the others would have a chance to escape.

      This ship was massive and had the square sails that she had begun to attribute to the Ai’thol. Could they attempt to intercept Carth? She continued to focus on the shadows, propelling them forward, adding periodic explosions from the flame that would push them even faster. Were it not for Alayna guiding them, Carth wasn’t sure that she would have risked such a strategy. It was dangerous to go this way, and it was dangerous for her to attempt to propel them so rapidly through the water, but now that she had a destination in mind, she wanted to get there rapidly.

      “Normally, I would agree with you. In this, I don’t think that others would be welcomed, and your presence, and that of the others, would only generate more problems for you.”

      “And them?” Alayna nodded toward the oncoming ships.

      “And them? That will be up to me as well.”

      Carth moved to the bow and she jumped, exploding shadows and flame. It felt good to be acting rather than reacting. It had been far too long for her, practically the entire time that she had been in Keyall, where she had been trying to keep up, constantly reacting to what was happening around her. Finally, she felt as if she knew where she needed to go and that she finally understood what was taking place, if not why.

      She soared through the air and added another explosion of shadow and flame to propel her even farther, aiming toward the massive square sail. She didn’t bother slowing herself, and she crashed into the sail and slid down to the deck.

      As soon as she landed, five men converged on her. All had the same look that the captain did, and all were armed with bows. Carth sent a surge of flame through the bowstrings, destroying them with a sharp snap. The men dropped them immediately and unsheathed swords.

      She pulled on her connection to the shadows, swirling it around them and drawing it tight. All of them ceased moving. Unlike the men from Keyall, the shadows were effective against these fighters.

      “Where is Fahr?”

      The nearest man, the only one not carrying a weapon, glared at her.

      Carth released the shadows slightly, only enough to give him a chance to speak. “Where is he?”

      “You would attack the Ai’thol?”

      “The Ai’thol have already attacked me.”

      “Not you. The Collector. You were allowed to leave. I doubt that you will be granted similar protection in the future.”

      Carth stopped over to him and leaned close. She still had not drawn her own weapon, relying on her magic for protection. She didn’t fear him, and didn’t fear the other men on the ship, especially as she was more and more certain that they were not immune to the effects of her magic. How, then, had they managed to press out against her sensations?

      That was something she still hadn’t determined, and part of the puzzle that she needed to solve.

      “Do you think that threatening me is your best strategy?” She smiled at him. “I am the Rel. I don’t think you want to make an enemy of me. And I have the Elder Stone from Keyall.”

      The captain’s eyes widened.

      “I will not destroy your ship. I will not sink it. And I will not kill your men. I will, however, incapacitate it. For that, I am sorry.”

      Carth sent a surge of flame through the sails, burning a massive hole in each of them. It was a controlled fire, and she quenched it as soon as she had accomplished what she wanted. They would still be able to move, but they wouldn’t make nearly the same time as they had before. Now, they couldn’t chase her.

      “Take your time with your repairs, captain.”

      He glared at her but said nothing more.

      Carth climbed up the mast, and then, with an explosion of shadow and flame, she propelled herself back toward her ship. She grew more comfortable with this technique each time she attempted it, and had more control, knowing now how to guide herself, navigating so that she reached the deck of her ship, using the sail the same way that she had used the sail of the Ai’thol ship.

      “Well?” Alayna asked.

      “They won’t be chasing us, not anytime soon,” Carth said. “And they should be able to send word to Fahr.”

      As they continued to sail, she came across another ship, and much as she had with the last, Carth propelled herself to it and destroyed the sails so that they couldn’t give chase. She needed to draw the Ai’thol, not destroy them one at a time. When she returned, Jenna was waiting near Alayna.

      “Do you really need to jump to the ship before you destroy it?” Alayna asked.

      “There is an advantage in me showing myself to them. For one, it shows that I have compassion, and for another, it shows that I could do more, but I’ve chosen to do less. It’s all part of the interaction that I need to have with them.”

      “But do you think that you can do this with one hundred ships?” Jenna asked.

      “Probably not. I don’t anticipate having to have the opportunity to do it with a hundred ships. More than likely, what will happen is that we will get closer to Odian and will find more of them.”

      “And these?” Jenna asked.

      “These are likely nothing more than their scout ships.”

      “I still think this is far too dangerous.” Jenna glanced from Alayna to Carth, and the frown on her face was edged with concern. “All it takes is one misplaced arrow, and you’re dead. And if you die, I know what happens to the rest of us.”

      “What happens is that you go on. What choice do you have? What choice do any of us have?”

      “It would be easier to do it with your assistance,” Alayna said.

      “Then I’d better not die.”

      They fell into silence as they continued to make their way toward Odian. Carth propelled them forward, and the wind picked up, gliding them even faster, so that they were making rapid time. Every so often, she would detect another ship, and she would jump to it, taking a few moments to destroy the sails, making sure that none of the ships were damaged, at least not permanently, and then returning to her ship. Many of them might even have spare sails, but it would take time for them to make the repairs necessary and catch up to them. Carth counted on that delay so that she could reach Odian before them.

      As they made their way, Carth felt the growing uncertainty return. What if she had read this wrong? She was acting on the assumption that Ras was coordinating events, but what if that wasn’t the case at all?

      “You’ve been quiet,” Alayna said.

      “We’ve been quiet for a while,” Carth said.

      “Your silence is more jarring,” Alayna said.

      “Only because you’re used to me being the one to talk.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      “I keep thinking about what game we’re playing. I don’t even know that I’m right anymore.”

      “Has Linsay influenced you in such a way that you second-guess yourself now?”

      “I don’t know. I never would have questioned myself before, but now I’m not certain.”

      “How certain are you that this is a game?”

      Carth sighed. “That might be the only thing that I am certain of. Everything seems to be revolving around Tsatsun. Not only with Linsay and the way that she’s attempted to maneuver things, but also with Ras.”

      “I thought you said you beat him.”

      “I thought that I had, but the more that I was around him, the less certain of it I was. It’s possible that he only wanted me to think that I had defeated him.”

      “And the C’than?”

      Carth thought of what little she knew of the C’than. Ras served the C’than. She had claimed them so that she could offer protection from the Hjan, but she didn’t know very much about them at all. All that she knew was that they opposed the Hjan, and for her sake, that was enough. She had seen enough badness taking place and had wanted to establish the accords.

      “I no longer know,” she said.

      “You have our support. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I know that I do. I just worry that anything that I might do has the potential of pulling you into a fight that you aren’t prepared for.”

      “We have all been pulled into something regardless of whether you did it or not. With me, it involved getting dragged into violence when I had never known any. I was forced to learn to fight, something my people have refused to do for more years than I know. Had you not come for me, I would have been forced into something even worse.” Alayna looked up at her, and her eyes had a deep green sheen to them that reminded Carth of the spray coming off the water. “We fight with you because we know there are worse things in the world, Carth. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who has looked for goodness rather than chasing darkness.”

      Carth smiled. “I chase the darkness often enough.”

      “Not like some do. The darkness you chase is that which is still within you. You fight for others. That is good and necessary, and it inspires people like me and Jenna and so many others within the Binders.”

      Carth took a deep breath. “Thank you,” she said.

      “What for?”

      “For reminding me. Ever since we reached Keyall, I have been feeling… off. I don’t know how to explain it any differently, only that I can’t shake the sense that I have been chasing something that makes me question everything that we’ve done.”

      “We can see that. I know that you try to hide it from us, but we are more than aware of what struggles you’ve been through. We want to fight with you.” She nodded to where Jenna sat in the masthead. “Think of Jenna and everything that she has observed. She continues to fight with you, even knowing that there might not be much that we can do. We recognize our limitations.”

      “You might recognize your limitations, but you still fight against them.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “When I was with the A’ras, they tried to teach me that weaknesses should become strengths. Only then would you be prepared for everything that comes.”

      “I don’t know that you have any weakness,” Alayna said.

      “My weakness is you. And Jenna. And all of the people that I have promised to care for. Linsay knew it, and she has used it against me.”

      Alayna shook her head. “That’s no weakness. You have already made the fact that you care for others into a strength. I don’t know what you went through before we met, but I suspect you suffered. You must have for you to rail against the darkness as much as you do. But everything that I’ve seen from you, and everything I’ve experienced with you, tells me that you care. If you didn’t, would we even be taking this journey? Would you be going after a woman who had betrayed you?”

      “I’m not doing it for Linsay,” Carth said.

      “I know you’re not. As does Jenna. And we still support you. We are willing to come with you, and willing to help, knowing that there might be nothing that we can do and that we might fall in the process, but if it allows you to save one more person, and to bring a little more light into the world, we are happy to do it.”

      She looked over at Alayna, and offered a smile. As she did, she hoped that she wouldn’t be the reason that something happened to either Alayna or Jenna. How could she sacrifice one of them for Talia? How could she sacrifice one of them for Linsay?
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      Odian was a large island in the middle of the sea, a sprawling place that had the port city of Odian, as well as Ras’s homeland, a place where he had once trained those who descended from Lashasn as well as others. The last time Carth had been here, she had come searching for Ras, hoping to find some answers, and knowing that there might not be any clear answer for her. She had come alone, venturing off the ship to spend time playing Tsatsun with Ras and leaving with questions about whether he had allowed her to win or whether she truly was a Tsatsun master.

      In the time since then, Carth had thought she knew the answer, but she now wondered. How could she be a master of this game if Linsay was able to manipulate her so easily?

      “You said the port is on the south side of the island?” Alayna asked, staring into the sunlight as she navigated them.

      “The port is on the south side of the island. It’s the only place where storms don’t batter Odian quite as much.” In the distance, thick bands of clouds threatened rain, and there was thunder that rumbled, reminding Carth of the storm that had held them in port for over a week when she’d first come here. “I was once stranded here for a long time,” Carth said.

      “That was before you knew your abilities?”

      “I knew about the shadows. I had some potential with the flame, but I didn’t know it nearly as well as I do now. Even if I had, there are some storms you can’t sail through.”

      “Is there a place along the northern coast that you think we can reach?”

      “Not easily. I think that’s why Ras preferred Odian as his home. He could remain hidden, and people could only reach him through the port. And I imagine he was well enough connected that he was aware—or at least alerted—when anyone came through that he didn’t want to reach him.”

      From here, Carth could see the slope of Odian. The shore was rocky and gradually sloped up toward a hilly peak. She didn’t have Alayna risk sailing too close to shore, doubting that there would be a safe way to reach the shore from here. Alayna’s focus told her that she recognized it as well.

      “There are strange eddies to the current here,” Alayna said.

      “Probably submerged rock. Whatever it is would make it difficult for us to get too close.”

      “You’re probably right. I take it that you’re going to jump to shore?”

      “Eventually. I need to draw some of the Ai’thol in.”

      Alayna’s eyes widened. “You want to draw them in?”

      Carth looked behind them. They had a trail of ships following them, as they had for the last half day. The longer they sailed, the closer the ships came, to the point where Carth knew that they would eventually overtake them. Part of her plan involved drawing in some of the ships, enough to get them to realize that they couldn’t pursue her all the way to Odian. At least, not safely.

      “How well do you think you can navigate these waters?”

      “I don’t know them any better than I know any others,” Alayna said.

      “What can you See?”

      “I can See that if I veer too far that way,” she said, pointing to the port side, “our ship will sink. If I angle too far starboard, we have an equal likelihood of sinking.”

      Carth looked in either direction and was surprised by that comment. Had she been the one sailing, they would have gone directly through there. All along, she had been feeling as if Alayna was becoming a better sailor than her, and that was just more proof of it. Carth could use her abilities to help speed them along as they sailed, but even with those abilities, she didn’t have the same capacity as Alayna to anticipate difficulty. With Alayna’s ability, she could See things that might occur and could keep them from dangers that Carth might not even see.

      “Can you stay close to the shore?” Carth asked.

      “How close do you want me to remain?” Alayna asked.

      Carth looked over to the shoreline, and she considered their options. From here, there wasn’t much for her to notice. She could make out the outline of land, and she thought that she could jump from here, but there was nothing else along the shore that drew her attention. “As close as you can. Don’t sink her, but do whatever you can to stay as close as you can to the shore.”

      “Why do I get the sense that there’s something else that might happen that you haven’t shared with me?”

      Carth flashed a smile. “Because you’ve known me as long as you have. If you didn’t, you would never have noticed.”

      “What is it that I wouldn’t have noticed?”

      “We’ve been playing games. Everything that has happened from the moment that Linsay joined us has been a game. It’s taken me awhile to understand the extent to which it has mattered, but I think that I do now.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been looking for someone to blame for all of this. I’ve been trying to find a way to pin this on Linsay, but there’s only so much that she can be responsible for.”

      “Even though she was the one who killed Boiyn?”

      “I know she did, and she can’t be forgiven for it, especially after everything that he had done to help train her. She embraced his teachings, to the point that she used them with her people on Waconia, but I think there’s a reason that she did what she did.”

      “And what reason is that?”

      “Fear.” When Alayna watched her, Carth could only shake her head. “I think Linsay feared the Ai’thol more than she ever feared me—or whatever reaction I might give. Think about what we know of them.”

      “We know nothing. Rumors.”

      “We know that the people of Keyall fear them. We know that Alistan feared them.”

      “He’s as much from Keyall as he is from anywhere else now.”

      “That is probably true,” Carth said. “But I trust him. And despite Peter’s dislike of me, I trust him to do what is lawful and right.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I think we have always needed to counter the threat of Ai’thol, we just didn’t know it.”

      The wind shifted, and Alayna reacted, directing the ship more northerly. She swore softly under her breath and quickly jerked on the wheel, which brought them closer toward the shore. Carth resisted the temptation to help, knowing that Alayna would be more suited to doing this.

      “With just our one ship? I know that you’ve slowed the Ai’thol, but that was when you weren’t sure what they were after. Do you mean to sink them now?”

      That might have been easier, and now that she had allowed them to survive, maybe that had been a mistake. Then again, her mistake had always been caring. That had been her weakness.

      Could she make it into a strength, as Alayna suggested?

      There had to be some way for her to do that, though Carth wasn’t entirely sure how.

      It couldn’t be about destroying them. That had never been what she was after. The only time she had destroyed an enemy completely had been when she had dealt with the blood priests, and with them she had shown no mercy because they had shown none to others they had faced.

      “Not sink them. If I attack the Ai’thol, I run the risk of their fleet continuing to attack others, including our ships. What I need to do, and what I’m trying to do, is neutralize them. Much like we neutralized the Hjan.”

      “With the Hjan you had others who were able to help. You forged the accords.”

      “I did. Why can’t we do something similar this time?”

      “Because this is a different type of situation, Carth. You know that as well as I do. If you leave Linsay alive, she won’t stop until she’s destroyed you. The Ai’thol will chase you the same way they chased her if you try to rescue either Talia or Linsay.”

      “And then there’s the priests of Keyall.”

      “The what?”

      “That’s the other factor that we have to deal with. They would just as well prefer that Linsay be destroyed, but they also don’t care for those of Ai’thol. Anything that we do puts all of those forces into a strange sort of balance.”

      “As I said before, I don’t like this,” Alayna said. She steered them back away from the shore and clenched her jaw. What did she See?

      “The sailing, or the rest of it?”

      “All of it.”

      Carth patted Alayna on the shoulder. “Keep her safe.”

      “The ship or the others?”

      “All of them.”

      “I will do my best.”

      “That’s all I can ask of you.”

      With that, Carth pushed off with an explosion of shadows and flame, jumping from the deck of the ship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The jump carried her farther than she expected, and as she neared the shore, she felt a pressure against her, a resistance. She recognized the resistance, knowing that it was Ras and his influence, his control over the power of S’al, that pushed against her.

      Carth collided with the barrier and released her connection to the shadows, wrapping herself in S’al as she slid through the barrier.

      She landed on the shore.

      Carth stood and immediately reached for the shadows, finding them more difficult to reach here. That had always been the case, and she had always assumed that it was Ras and his influence, but now that she had heard the stories of the Elder Stones, and had even seen the effects of them, she wondered if maybe there was something more to it, something that would only be explained by his connection to S’al.

      As Carth connected with her magic, she felt it burning within her, a power that surged more brightly than it otherwise did, and she recognized how easy it was for her to reach while in this place. Had she noticed it when she had been here before?

      It wasn’t that she couldn’t reach for the shadows. They were there, as was her connection to them, but it didn’t come to her quite as naturally as it did even on board the ship.

      But the flame… her connection to that was much stronger than it was otherwise. She could reach that without difficulty, and pressed her power through it, surging.

      As she did, she felt as if she practically glowed.

      Carth made her way along the shore, using her connection to the flame to detect where to find Ras. His home was hidden, concealed by his magic, and it would disappear even from her. That more than anything else should have told her that Ras was more powerful than she had allowed herself to believe. And she had known him to be powerful. It wasn’t as if he had concealed that from her. He had cut her off from her connection to her magic, preventing her from reaching it, using little more than his connection to S’al to banish her access to both of her sides of power.

      The air was familiar here. There was a floral scent from some distant garden, and even the grasses had a bright aroma that reached her nose. It mixed with the smells from the sea, that of the wet rock and the salt in the air, a combination of odors that she found pleasing. The landscape sloped away, heading toward Odian in one direction and rolling hills that led deeper into the island.

      That was where she had to go.

      Doing so meant that she would abandon Alayna and Jenna, but she hoped the help she had called for would reach them in time. If not, she trusted Alayna and her navigation, and her ability to use the rocks to conceal herself.

      Carth didn’t want to take too long here. Doing that would risk something happening while she was gone. While she trusted Alayna’s ability to navigate, she didn’t want to be absent for too long.

      She let her connection to the S’al drag her along. It was something that burned within her, almost a part of her blood, and in this place, so close to where Ras called home, it burned even more brightly than it did in other places. In this place, Carth felt a connection to it that she didn’t feel in other places.

      As she crested a hill, she saw a shimmering appearance, as if shafts of sunlight burned down on the field before her. Here were the flowers that she had smelled, a mixture of daisies and roses and lilies, all of them growing together in a garden that created the rich fragrance that filled her nostrils. It was pleasing, and it was little more than a distraction.

      Carth ignored it, moving on, making her way toward the shimmering light that shifted behind the garden.

      She stopped there and gathered all of the strength of the S’al that she could muster, pushing it outward. It wasn’t an explosion, not the same way that she used a combination of shadows and flame, but more of an effort to displace the strange shimmering that she saw. It was an illusion, and she needed to disrupt it.

      It flickered.

      It happened briefly, but it lingered long enough that she recognized the building beneath it.

      “I see your home, Ras.”

      She called out his name, using a hint of her connection to the flame as she did, letting the words sizzle in the air. They didn’t seem to carry any farther, but they were imbued with energy, and with Ras’s connection to the S’al, he would detect her presence. Carth added a hint of shadows, pulsing them briefly. It was difficult here, difficult with bright light radiating around her, attempting to burn away the shadows, but she pushed through that also. That was a signal, a message to Ras that she was here.

      Then she waited.

      How long would she have to wait?

      She had her answer when there was a bright flickering, and a figure appeared as if out of nowhere.

      Ras was old. She had known that from the moment she had met him; even then, he had seemed impossibly old. Now, seeing him like this, she wondered exactly how old he was. Could he really be as ancient as he appeared? He wore a cloak with a hood draped around his shoulders, and he smiled as he approached.

      “Carthenne Rel. I had not expected you to return to Odian.”

      “You’ve practically summoned me here,” Carth said.

      “Have I?”

      Carth looked around, and the garden remained, as did the shaft of light, but there was even more brightness around them. It seemed to come from everywhere, surging from the ground. That wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t that it surged from the ground, not the same way that the water in Keyall was imbued with power. This was reflected from above. This came from the sun, burning brightly on this part of the island. It almost seemed as if the storm clouds that surrounded Odian focused the light more brightly here.

      “Are you going to force me to talk to you here, or are you going to invite me in?”

      “Invite you into what?” he asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Don’t push this. Don’t push me.”

      Ras studied her for a moment before nodding. With a wave of his hand, the light faded, and his home appeared. It was simple, little more than a cluster of buildings that blended into the hillside, and without the brightness flashing all around it, Carth could see how the connection to the S’al would draw even more strength here. He motioned to a doorway and led Carth inside.

      It was the game room. Carth had been here several times, and each time, she had played Ras at Tsatsun. He had a board set out, and each piece was intricately carved. At the center of the board was the Stone, the pivotal piece from playing Tsatsun. It appeared as if he were in the middle of a game, but it was no sort of game that she had ever played with him.

      “Would you like a cup of tea?” Ras asked.

      Carth pulled her gaze away from the board, and it skimmed across the bookshelves. She could almost imagine Ras sitting here and documenting their gaming sessions, a document that would eventually become the books that Linsay possessed—and that had allowed her to defeat Carth time and again.

      “Do we have time for tea?”

      Ras grinned. “There is always time for tea.”

      “Even with several navies gathering on your shores?”

      “Even then, Carthenne.”

      He hurried off, disappearing behind a door. His absence gave her a chance to survey his room once more. She stared at the game board for a while, trying to make out the intent of the pieces. As she did, she couldn’t find any strategy involved. There wasn’t one side that was meant to dominate over another, no side that would be victorious, not as it would need to be in order to push the Stone across the board. Unless…

      Carth crouched in from the board, staring at it. She thought of Choslt, the game that Alistan favored, one that she had thought was more a game of chance that of skill. It had four sides to it. Each side was required to make a particular move, and that impacted the others. Carth could almost imagine that were she to superimpose that board onto this, there would be some similarities.

      “If you’re worried about the navies, then you wouldn’t have time for a game,” Ras said as he returned carrying a tray with two mugs of steaming tea.

      The heady scent of the mint tea that he carried to her, and Carth remembered the last mug of tea that she had shared with Ras, and the strange way that she had felt afterward.

      “What is this game?” she asked.

      “I think you know quite well how to play Tsatsun,” Ras said.

      “This isn’t Tsatsun. I don’t know what it is, but this is no game like I’ve ever played.”

      Ras set the tray down and handed a cup of tea to her. She took it, noting that he had heated it to just the right temperature. She imagined him using his connection to the S’al in order to do so, heating the tea with magic rather than any traditional fire.

      She lifted the cup to her nose and breathed deeply, enjoying the smell of the mint. When she took a sip, it soothed her as she had known that it would. There was something quite healing, and calming, about tea like this. It reminded her of what her mother had once made, and she suspected that was intentional.

      “This is Tsatsun, though perhaps the pieces are arranged in a way that you aren’t quite as familiar with.”

      “This isn’t only two people playing,” she said.

      Ras smiled. “You have always been quite bright, especially when it came to Tsatsun. No. This is not only two players.”

      “Are you playing with others?”

      “With others or as others?”

      “This is your game, then.”

      Ras brought the mug to his nose, and he inhaled deeply of it, much as Carth had done. “This is my game.”

      Carth tried to imagine what it must be like to maneuver multiple pieces into place, trying to anticipate three other players. Could she do it? She thought she could, but it required a very different skill set than simply focusing on one other person.

      “Take a seat.”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t think that I have time for sitting.”

      “No? And yet, you have come here to visit, when you fear that you don’t have the necessary time.” He smiled. “I think you have more time than you realize.”

      “Did you document our games?”

      Ras took a sip of his tea and then set it on the tray. “Is that your real question?”

      “It’s my first question,” she said.

      Ras studied her for a moment. “I documented our games.”

      “And you included documentation of the games I played with myself. You were watching me.”

      “When you were here, I observed as much as I could. You were a unique individual, Carthenne Rel.”

      Carth squeezed the mug of tea and had to unclench her hand, not wanting to shatter the cup. “You used that documentation to train others.”

      “No.”

      “No? I have found your work.”

      “It has taken you long enough.”

      Carth snorted. She hadn’t been certain, not before, but there it was. “You wanted me to find it. Which meant you wanted Linsay to engage the Ai’thol.”

      “She was a skilled player when she was here, but she was not creative enough, not like you were. Still, she had her uses.”

      “I have begun to suspect that I wasn’t nearly as creative as you wanted me to believe,” Carth said.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “You didn’t want me to believe that I was more skilled than I am?”

      “What would the purpose of such belief be, Carthenne? If you believed yourself more skilled than you actually were, the only one that would end up getting hurt would be yourself. I have taken great pains to ensure that you received the training that you needed.”

      “Great pains? You would have me believe that you have influenced my training beyond the time that I was here?”

      “More than you can ever imagine.”

      What was Ras getting at? What game was this?

      “You sent her after Fahr.” It made a certain sort of sense, but at the same time, it didn’t. “You used Linsay, knowing what kind of person her to be. You wanted her to go after the Ai’thol.” And he had sent her in search of books that would teach Carth’s strategy. “You allowed Linsay to reach your books so that she would understand how to play me. Did you know that she would defeat me?”

      “And how have you taken such defeat?” Ras asked. He picked up a piece on his board and shifted it. With that one change, every other position on the board changed. Ras studied the board for a moment, and when he seemed satisfied with what he saw, he picked up his cup and took a drink. “Have you allowed your defeat to define you?”

      “I’ve lost many games of Tsatsun.”

      “But none recently.”

      Carth frowned. “Was that your intention? You wanted to remind me what it was like to lose?”

      “I have some experience with understanding what it can be like to win too often. It can make it so that you believe you must win, or that victory is certain. Sometimes there is an element of luck when you play, and in order to find victory, you need to account for luck, especially the luck of others.”

      Maybe there were more similarities between the way that Ras was playing this game and the game that Alistan favored. Could it be that Ras was playing a variant, one where he was doing something much like the game Choslt?

      “How long have you been playing against me?” she asked.

      She looked down at the board, trying to piece together everything that she saw. Which moves had Ras made? Which had he anticipated that others would have made? And which moves were hers?

      “Why would I play against you, Carthenne Rel? Have you not claimed the C’than as your own?”

      Was that it? Did it anger Ras that she had claimed the C’than? Why should that bother him? Other than the fact that he was a part of them.

      Unless… maybe it didn’t anger Ras.

      There was another explanation, and as she stared at the board, she thought that she could make out how that would work. If she took Ras at his word—and she wasn’t entirely certain that she should—he would have viewed himself as assisting in her training. If that were true, then he would want for her to have experiences that would allow her to develop greater insight into how to play—and, possibly, how to win.

      “I brought the C’than under my protection so the Hjan would not attack them.”

      “I am well aware of what you have done.”

      “Did you disagree with my decision?”

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “You had a choice in allowing Linsay to take your books that recorded our games.”

      “Did I?”

      Carth shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. You trained her. You might have trained her better than you anticipated. She has become powerful.”

      “The same could be said about you, Carthenne Rel.”

      “And yet, I have used my power to help others.”

      “And the same could be said about her.”

      Carth smiled and took a deliberate sip of her tea. She pulsed a hint of her connection to the S’al through herself, burning off any poisons that Ras might have attempted to place in the tea. She doubted that he would, but then again, she also had thought that she had been done playing him long ago. That no longer seemed to be the case.

      “And the Ai’thol?” Carth studied him for a moment, noting his lack of response. She looked down at the board, scanning the pieces. “Which of these is the Ai’thol, is it?”

      Ras maintain a serene expression, but she saw the way his eyes flickered from piece to piece and could tell that perhaps he wasn’t as serene as he seemed. If she accounted for four players, that meant that one would be Linsay, one would be Carth, and one would be Ras. Who was the fourth, if not the Ai’thol?

      “You have thought the Hjan your only threat, Carthenne Rel. It was necessary to reveal a greater threat.”

      “What was necessary? Deception?”

      “It is a game, Carthenne.”

      “They are my friends. People I care about. Lives were lost.”

      “Pieces are lost in the game.”

      Her heart seemed to stop. Was this how her friends felt when she talked about Tsatsun? “What would you say if I told you the Ai’thol were sailing off the coast of Odian?”

      “I would say that you have made a grave mistake in your play.”

      “Have I?” She leaned forward, fixing Ras with a hard expression. “Or have you?”

      He met her eyes, his expression unreadable, and took a sip of his tea. When he was finished, he set the cup down on the tray and shifted a piece on the Tsatsun board. “It seems that we are much closer to reaching the Stone than before.”

      “What can you tell me about the Ai’thol?”

      “I can tell you what you have probably already heard.”

      “You would agree with the assessment of them that they had in Keyall?”

      “What assessment have you heard?”

      “A story. It probably means nothing, much like this game means nothing.” She smiled, and she took another drink of her tea before setting it down next to Ras’s. “Though in Keyall, they believe that the Ai’thol are the reason that the Elder Stone was placed there, as a way to give them protection.”

      “Is that what you believe?”

      “I don’t know what to believe. What I know is that there is a power in Keyall, much like there is a power here. I suspect there is a similar power in other places, such as in ancient Ih. Possibly even in Elaeavn.”

      “Do you fear the Hjan?”

      The question took her aback. “You have been a part of my experience with them.”

      “Do you fear the Hjan?” Ras asked again.

      “I don’t know that I would say that I fear them. I respect Danis, and the way that he has managed to maneuver his pieces, and the game that he appears to be playing. Beyond that, should I fear them?”

      “You have managed to neutralize them as a threat. At least for now. There aren’t many who can make the same claim. So if anyone should understand them, it would be you.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “My point is quite simple, Carthenne Rel. It’s that you have faced a great threat, and you have managed to create accords so that they are no longer the threat that they were.”

      “What does this have to do with the Ai’thol?”

      “You do not fear the Hjan, not as so many others who face them do. In that, I think you have shown great courage and strength. Yet, you do not fear the Ai’thol, when a great many others do. In that, I think you are making a mistake.”

      “Are you saying that the story the people in Keyall believe about Ai’thol is accurate?”

      “I’m saying that the board has changed. Soon, the Stone will be moved.”

      Ras touched the Stone on the top of the piece and stared at it.

      “Are you ready, Carthenne Rel?” Ras asked.

      “For what?”

      “For the real game.”
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      Carth found the ship barely two hundred yards off the shore. The sky over the water was overcast, much different than it was where she had found Ras. The air smelled of rain, and smears of darkness created shadows all around her. Despite that, Carth still found reaching for the shadows to be difficult.

      She needed to reach the ship, which meant that she needed to jump, but she wasn’t sure that she had enough potential from here. Could she jump and reach it? She would have enough connection to the S’al, but would she have it to the shadows in order to mix them together for her to make the jump? And if she miscalculated, she would overshoot. There was danger in that here, and she feared making a mistake, especially now that Ras had made her nervous about the Ai’thol.

      He had left her in the game room and not returned. Carth recognized that as his dismissal and took no affront at it. She had stared at the board, trying to take into account the different pieces. She still didn’t know which player was represented by the fourth set of pieces. The longer she stared, the easier it was for her to identify the pieces that represented her. She was the one with only a few pieces remaining—or the one with only a few pieces to begin with. It was a position of weakness, and it put her at a disadvantage to start with, but it also meant that she was overlooked. Powerful pieces would attack other powerful pieces.

      She had to determine which ones were the strongest positions. Which pieces did Ras intend to represent by the other positions?

      Carth jumped, surging shadows and flame together, and exploded away from the shore. She went too far and too fast and tried to redirect herself as she traveled. Had she not had some experience soaring in this way, she might not have been able to do it, but all the times she had used this technique to reach the other ships had given her a finer control of flying.

      When she landed on the deck of the ship, she rolled to a stop.

      Alayna looked over at her. “I’m glad you’re back. We have started to see a lot more activity.”

      She motioned out in the distance. Carth noticed several dozen ships arranged out there. All had the wide bodies and the massive sails that she associated with the Ai’thol. There would be too many for them to face, and probably too many for them to outrun.

      “Have they come any closer?”

      “No. It’s almost as if they’re waiting. They’re holding a position.” Alayna glanced over before returning her attention to the water. “You learned something. I can See it.”

      “I learned that Ras fears the Ai’thol.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. But he tells me that I should fear them as well.”

      “Do you?”

      “I don’t understand them enough to fear them.”

      That was what troubled her. Ras had never been irrational. He had avoided fighting the Hjan, but that was more out of a desire to stay neutral than out of fear on his part. This was something else, and it seemed as if he was actually afraid of the Ai’thol. Why? What was it about them that troubled him so much?

      Light began to bloom behind her.

      She turned and stared out at the island. The entire island glowed with bright light, surging with the power of the S’al. Why would Ras suddenly press out with his magic in such a fashion?

      “Carth?” Jenna asked.

      Carth stared at the island, trying to figure out what it was that Ras was doing. She could feel the pressure from his magic against her, the way that it burned as it pushed out. It was a constant sense, then there was more power in it than what she had realized that Ras was capable of generating.

      “What is this?” Alayna asked.

      “I don’t know. He’s doing something.”

      “I can tell that he’s doing something,” Alayna said with a nervous laugh, “but what is it?”

      Carth felt the ongoing pressure away from the island and realized what it was.

      “He’s preventing the Ai’thol from reaching Odian.”

      “He can do that?” Jenna asked. “Can you do that?”

      “I don’t think I have the same connection to my ability as Ras.”

      “I thought you were the one who was the most powerful with this.” Jenna looked at her, and she had concern etched on her face. “We need for you to be the one to protect us,” she said.

      “I have talent with the shadows, but my connection to the S’al isn’t quite the same.”

      And it wasn’t that her connection to the S’al was weak. She had a strong connection to it, but apparently, she didn’t have nearly the same connection that Ras did.

      Then again, she had known that her connection to the S’al wasn’t what Ras had. She could use it, but she couldn’t use it with the same control as he managed. If she could, it would be possible for her to prevent others from reaching their connection to magic.

      Could Ras use his connection to the S’al to overwhelm all types of magic?

      If he could, that was a skill that she would find valuable to learn.

      Yet, she could feel what he was doing. And now that she could, could she replicate it?

      Carth focused on the connection to the flame, focusing on what Ras did, and the way that he used his power. There was significant strength to it, and there was something else buried within the use of magic. Ras wanted her to detect how he used it.

      Carth chuckled.

      “I’m not sure this is anything that we would want to laugh about,” Alayna said.

      “But it is. Ras intends for me to detect what he’s doing.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think it’s part of his lesson.” She glanced back to Odian. “He said that everything has been part of my training, his way of teaching me a game, but I hadn’t understood what he was referring to.”

      “And you do now?” Alayna asked.

      “I don’t know that I do, but this appears to be another lesson.” Had Ras never ceased serving as her mentor? Could it be that he had always been trying to train her? She could imagine that he used various ways to try to influence her, and she could even believe that he had used Linsay, thinking that by pulling her into the game, it would force Carth to consider more complicated solutions.

      And wasn’t that helpful? She had been focused on playing one versus one, but that wasn’t the real game. She had coordinated the allies that she had formed against the Hjan, essentially forming two sides. It was a different game altogether when there were multiple sides.

      And before she had encountered Linsay, had she been playing multiple sides? Was she playing them even now?

      It seemed as if this was the lesson that Ras wanted her to learn, but it was one that Carth wasn’t sure she was quite prepared for.

      Carth pulled on her connection to the S’al, generating the same sort of energy as what she detected Ras creating, and began pushing out with it. It required her to abandon her connection to the shadows, and she pushed them to the back of her mind, practically extinguishing them.

      “You’re glowing,” Alayna whispered.

      “Good,” Carth said.

      She could feel her pressure as it radiated away from her, flowing across the water, where it reached the ships. It was a barrier, and she pushed on them.

      Carth smiled. It was working.

      “We need to go farther out into the water,” Carth said.

      “Why?” Alayna asked.

      “Because I am not strong enough to do this from here. I think we need to be farther so that I can access the connection to the shadows more easily.”

      Alayna nodded. She started changing tack, and they headed out toward the sea, away from Odian. Alayna took a zigzagging course, avoiding obstacles that Carth could not see or otherwise detect but Alayna was somehow aware of. Her connection to what she Saw was impressive, and she kept them safe as they steered out deeper into the water.

      “What happens when our other ships come?” Jenna asked.

      Carth almost forgotten about the fact that she had sent word to Asador, advising them to send ships. From Asador, it wouldn’t be a long journey to Odian. They would have reached them long before Carth would have had a chance to warn them off.

      She stared out over the water, beginning to fear that people she cared about might be out there, and that she would be responsible. It was one thing having Linsay and Talia on board a ship, risking their lives, and another sending her paltry fleet of ships against something as potentially dangerous as the Ai’thol.

      Then there were the priests of Keyall. Would they have come after her? They knew that she had Linsay, and they also knew about the Ai’thol. She had thought to use them to help maneuver pieces into place, but perhaps that had been a mistake. If the priests were going to be in danger because of what she had done, Carth would need to somehow isolate the ships of Ai’thol from the others.

      Could she?

      Ras had demonstrated how to create a barrier and prevent ships from getting too close to the shore, but that wasn’t what she needed.

      She needed the shadows.

      “We need to get close,” Carth said to Alayna.

      “Are you sure that is the wisest choice?” Allay asked.

      “If we don’t, then our friends from Asador and possibly the priests of Keyall will be caught here. We’ll be looking at a full-scale war.”

      “It won’t only be those two,” Rebecca said, looking over at Carth. She had been silently watching Carth as she made her plans. “Our people have trailed us the entire time we’ve sailed.”

      Carth groaned. That would make four players. It fit with Ras’s board, though one of them would have to have been Ras, wouldn’t it?

      Unless she’d interpreted the board incorrectly.

      She wasn’t sure. And she knew that Ras wouldn’t share the answer with her, but maybe he didn’t need to. Maybe what she needed was to know that there was something for her to do. There was a way that she could stop the Ai’thol.

      First, she had to reach them.

      “We might not succeed,” Carth said, glancing from Jenna to Alayna. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “We’re not going to be scared away from a little fight,” Jenna said.

      “I doubt you’ll even allow us the chance to fight,” Alayna said. “But even if it comes down to it, we’re here with you, Carth. We have always been with you.”

      Carth looked over to Rebecca. “What of you and the others?”

      “We’re happy to do whatever it takes to help the Cason.”

      “Even if that involves you watching?”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “We have to appear intimidating,” Carth said.

      “How do you propose we do that?”

      “Weapons. Lots and lots of weapons.”

      “There are dozens of ships out there,” Rebecca said. “You don’t think that we can actually take them on, even with the enhancements that she’s provided, do you?”

      “If everything goes well, you won’t be leaving this ship.”

      Rebecca considered her for a moment, and then she turned away and hurried below deck, presumably to speak to the others.

      Carth took a deep breath, pulling on her connection to the shadows. She had to isolate the ships. In order to do that, it would take a greater connection to the shadows than she had attempted in quite some time. It might require the greatest connection to the shadows that she had ever attempted.

      And that wouldn’t be the end of it. Once she connected to the shadows, somehow she had to find the ship that Linsay and Talia were on, and then she had to get to them. It all seemed far too difficult, but what choice did she have?

      She couldn’t abandon her friends. She couldn’t abandon people who were here. And she couldn’t risk having exposed knowledge to those who shouldn’t have it.

      That more than anything else motivated her.

      As they neared the ships, Carth drew upon her connection to the shadows. She pulled from the clouds overhead, thankful for the fortuitous storm. Or not fortuitous. She glanced back at Odian, noticing the way that it glowed. Could it be that as Ras pulled power, he darkened everything around him? Could he have intended for her to do this? There would be more questions, and she wasn’t sure that she had all of the answers.

      Carth wrapped her connection to the shadows around the ships, creating a circle, cradling them within the shadows. There was no way to do it and exclude her ship, which put them into a dangerous position, one where she might not be able to protect everyone on the ship. That was the reason that she needed to appear threatening. They had to be ready for the appearance of an attack, regardless of whether they would attack.

      Commotion on the ships told her that they were aware of something changing.

      With the shadows swirling around them, the skies darkened even more. Thunder began to rumble, and Carth thickened the shadows, creating a fog. She had used fogs like this a few times in the past, but each time she had, she had not attempted any sort of fine control. This time, she wanted to focus the fog in a specific area, not wanting it to spread, not wanting to put her people—or any of the others—into any danger.

      And then she was among the ships. She continued to pull on the fog, leaving it tightly bound around her. Alayna remained stiff-backed at the wheel, navigating the ship as they somehow managed to maneuver around the other ships. Carth kept them concealed as they did, using her connection to the shadows to prevent anyone else from seeing that they were there.

      “Carth,” Alayna whispered. She kept her voice low. Carth glanced over and saw Alayna staring straight ahead, her brow knitted. “I know you can navigate through this without difficulty, but I’m not quite as capable as you.”

      “I have to hold the fog in place, or they will see us.”

      “I wish Boiyn were still here,” Alayna said.

      “Did he have an enhancement that was effective?”

      Alayna nodded.

      Carth turned to Jenna. “Go get Rebecca.”

      Jenna frowned for a moment and then hurried off. It took only a moment before Rebecca was there, looking out at the darkness all around them. “What can I do?”

      “These enhancements that Linsay provided. I need to know if you have one that can help you see through shadows.” Carth suspected that there would be, especially since it would be incredibly useful for Linsay to be able to use it, not only against Carth but against other shadow blessed as well. It would grant her some of the skills that Talia had acquired by drinking the water in Keyall.

      “I thought you didn’t approve of enhancements.”

      “I don’t necessarily approve of them, but there are times when they are useful.”

      Rebecca sighed and reached into her pocket. She pulled out a leather bundle and unfolded it. Inside were nearly a dozen different vials, each with markings along the side. Rebecca sorted through them until she found what she was looking for and handed the vial over to Carth. “This will provide some enhancement.”

      “How much is some?”

      “it depends on the person. With your friend, I don’t know. She is from Elaeavn, and her people have abilities that enhance their sight, so it’s possible that this will work like that, but it’s also possible that it won’t work nearly as well as it does for others. I could take it…”

      Carth shook her head. “It has to be Alayna. She is the best sailor, and with her other ability, she should be able to detect problems that occur before they happen.”

      Carth turned to Alayna and offered the vial to her. “You don’t have to take this.”

      “The Great Watcher knows that I do.” Alayna unstoppered the vial and downed its contents. “How long…? Oh.” She blinked and looked at Carth. “That is much faster than anything that Boiyn ever gave us.”

      “She said that the speed of onset was crucial.” Rebecca folded up the bundle of her enhancement vials and placed it back in her pocket. “Otherwise, she worried that if we had need of these enhancements and they didn’t act quickly enough, we would be in danger.”

      It was one thing that Boiyn had never managed to perfect, and Carth suspected it was partly related to the fact that he was not a fighter. He had never cared about the speed of onset. Maybe that was part of the reason that he had died. Had he cared more about how quickly his enhancements worked, maybe he would have been able to take one that would have helped him.

      She reached toward Rebecca’s pocket and grabbed the bundle of vials out. Rebecca protested, grabbing for it, but Carth jerked her hand back. “What are these for?”

      Rebecca stared at her before letting out a sigh. “These are vials that work well for me. These three will enhance my eyesight,” she said, pointing to the middle section, now with one missing. “These three will enhance my strength. These three will add to stamina.” Her brow furrowed. “There is said to be a considerable cost when those are used, so I haven’t tried them very often. The one time I did, I was exhausted and had to sleep for days to recover.”

      “And what of the remainder?” Carth asked.

      “Those will enhance reflexes.”

      Each of them were familiar enhancements, and they were borrowed—or stolen—from work that Boiyn had done. Without him, none of these enhancements would have been possible. And it wasn’t Rebecca’s fault that Linsay had stolen them, but that didn’t make it any easier for Carth to hear about how Linsay had taken them, and how she had added to them.

      “What is it?” Rebecca asked.

      “It’s just that these enhancements were ones that my friend Boiyn had created.”

      “She showed us these years ago,” Rebecca said.

      Carth frowned. Years? That didn’t fit with the timing.

      Could it be that Boiyn had worked on something similar? Had Linsay pretended to work with him on these enhancements?

      “She continued to refine them and would send details back over the last few months,” Rebecca said.

      At least Carth knew that Boiyn had provided some benefit, but perhaps she had it backwards. Maybe Linsay had been the one responsible for all of Boiyn’s success. Maybe it had been Linsay who had been the key to him discovering various enhancements.

      Carth held on to the pouch and slipped it into her pocket. If she used the enhancements, she had no idea how long they would last. Her experience with enhancements was variable. There were some that she burned through quickly, her natural abilities destroying the enhancement. There were others that were effective with her. She didn’t have time to test it, especially not if one of them would give her increased stamina but would potentially leave her weakened. That would have to be an enhancement of last resort.

      “Are you able to see better?” Carth asked Alayna.

      “Well enough,” she said. “There’s still quite a bit of disturbance here. I can see shades.”

      Carth reached into the pouch and pulled out the remaining vials for eyesight enhancement. She handed them to Alayna. “Try another. If you’re open to it, keep trying them until you know how much you can reach. There might be a maximal level of enhancement that is possible.”

      Alayna looked at Carth for a moment and then nodded. She tried another vial, waited a few moments, and then tipped back the remaining two. Rebecca’s eyes widened as Alayna continued to take the enhancements.

      “I have a feeling that we we’ll need every benefit that we can get,” Alayna said.

      “But you don’t know how that will affect you. We’ve been testing them for a long time, and we’ve never tried quite so many at one time.”

      “Maybe you haven’t needed to. Maybe your life hasn’t relied on the fact that you have such enhancements.”

      Carth stood at the edge of the deck, and from here she focused on the shadows. She would eventually need to use her connection to the S’al, but that would be for them to escape. Until then, she needed something else. She needed to stretch through the darkness and see if she could pick up on either Talia or Linsay.

      And there was one way that she thought she could detect it.

      Carth swept her connection to the shadows through the fleet of ships around them. As she did, she was aware of what she was searching for.

      A void.

      “Keep them safe,” Carth said to Alayna.

      “And you?”

      “I’m going to finish this task.”

      Carth jumped.
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      She soared above the fog and kept her focus on the void. High up in the clouds, she was able to adjust her course, and she came shooting down to the deck of the ship. She landed with a shadow-muted thud but still feared that she had made too much noise.

      There were men ready to fight on board the ship. Most had bows pointed outward, but a few had them aimed toward the center of the ship. Carth wrapped shadows around them and constricted them quickly, keeping those men from reacting. She darted across the deck and smacked men in the back of the head, knocking them unconscious one at a time, but more quickly than they could react. When she was done, the ship was silent.

      There was movement below, and as she pushed out with her connection to the shadows, she was aware of the void beneath her. Talia was there.

      Carth crept down the stairs leading to the lower level. She encountered a man rushing up to the surface and wrapped shadows around him, silencing him and suffocating him before he could get past her. She released them before he asphyxiated, not wanting to kill—not yet. It might come to it, but she thought that there might be a way for her to avoid that.

      She searched along the hall, looking for movement—or the void. It was there at the end of the hall.

      Carth hurried forward, and when she reached the door and found it locked, she sent a thickened surge of shadows into the lock, adding just a spark of the flame, and the lock exploded.

      She stepped inside. There were three men standing over two women.

      Carth jumped forward, wrapping shadows around them, but one of the men danced toward her, avoiding her shadows.

      Was he from Keyall?

      Carth created an explosion in front of him, sending him flying back. He landed in a roll and came up with his sword flashing.

      She unsheathed in a fluid movement and slashed at him. He caught her blade, deflecting it down, and she spun, kicking him in the shoulder. He managed to absorb the blow and tried to twist toward her, but she ducked, bringing her sword arm up, and caught him in the belly. The man finally dropped.

      She spun around, searching for anyone else who might be in the room, but there was only Talia and Linsay.

      “Carth?” Talia asked.

      “Come on. We need to go.”

      “Why are you here?” Linsay asked.

      “I think,” she began, “the same reason that you are.” When Linsay’s brow furrowed, Carth chuckled softly. “Ras was your instructor. I’ve struggled with understanding how you were so skilled at Tsatsun, and it took me a while to realize.”

      “You found the books.”

      “They were shared with me,” Carth said.

      Linsay’s eyes widened slightly before she caught herself.

      “They were only doing it because they wanted to help you. You should be pleased.”

      “You weren’t supposed to know,” Linsay said softly.

      “We can talk about that when we get you off this ship.”

      “There’s a fleet of Ai’thol around us. I have a hard time believing that even you can get us out of here,” Linsay said.

      “Perhaps not, but that doesn’t mean that I won’t try,” Carth said.

      She led them out the door and down the hall. When she reached the end, she noticed shadows moving in the staircase. Carth surged out with them and wrapped them around the people she detected on the stairs, dropping them. She motioned to Linsay and Talia to hurry past her, and they raced up the stairs. Carth brought up the rear.

      When she was on the deck, she saw Linsay glaring at someone.

      The captain.

      “You have involved yourself in something that you should not have, Carthenne Rel.”

      “You made a mistake thinking that I would allow you to take Talia.”

      “Only Talia?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what your disagreement is with the Collector, but you didn’t have one with Talia. You claimed her because you could.”

      The captain watched her for a moment, seemingly as if trying to determine whether she was joking with him or not, and then he started laughing. “You really are exactly what people say you are, aren’t you?”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You will take nothing.” He motioned and movement surrounded them.

      Carth attempted to push with the shadows, but it failed, slipping around them as if they were from Keyall.

      Without meaning to, she formed a barrier with the S’al. Doing so dropped the fog. The shadows began to fail, and the darkness began to grow lighter.

      The captain looked around, and though his men couldn’t come closer to him, a smile came to his face. “You would attack the Ai’thol?”

      Carth followed his gaze and saw a dozen ships converging on where the shadows had been. There were her ships, a collection of different shapes, all of them bearing the mark of the Binders on the sail, a subtle marking that she knew to look for. There were ships that she suspected came from Waconia, all helmed by women, and likely all enhanced. And then there were long, sleek ships that she had seen hidden in Keyall. There were probably twenty ships in all.

      And they were outnumbered.

      The ships of the Ai’thol immediately turned their focus, and weapons began firing. Carth heard screams, angry shouts, and felt terror surge through her. She had made a mistake and needed to correct it, but she would have to do so quickly.

      Carth jumped outside of the barrier she had created with the S’al. With a surge of shadows and flame, she sent an explosion toward each of the men, knocking them into the water. She returned, jumping back so that she could face the captain, and saw Linsay standing across from him, blocking him from Talia.

      “Even if you kill me, my ships will destroy yours. The Ai’thol will reach this island, and we will claim another Stone.”

      “No. You will not.” Carth stalked toward him, and as he attempted to reach for his sword, Carth wrapped them in shadows. They slithered off him, and she thought that she understood. He had access to the power that Keyall sat over. Maybe not everybody from Ai’thol did, but enough did that they were able to resist her magics.

      What would happen if they were able to reach Odian?

      Carth wasn’t sure whether there was anything on the island that would allow them to gain the power of the S’al, but she had seen how that power could be transferred, and how the A’ras used a connection to the flame to grant them their magic. It was different than what those born to it were capable of, but still potent enough that they were dangerous.

      Not only did she have to stop the Ai’thol, but she had to prevent them from reaching Odian.

      She had made a mistake not sinking the Ai’thol ships when she could have.

      The captain swung at her, and Carth blocked. But he was skilled, and he ducked, sweeping his sword back around. As Carth attempted to shift her focus, his blade cut into her arm.

      She bit back a scream and switched hands, but not fast enough.

      The captain kicked her, sending her tumbling across the deck.

      “I don’t get to lead the Ai’thol by allowing some woman to surprise me.”

      “Some woman?” Carth said, propping herself up. She reached into her pocket, searching for the enhancements. She needed reflexes or stamina or anything at this point.

      “That is what you are, is it not? You are some woman who has the belief that she is something more than what she should be.”

      He started toward her, but Talia darted in front of him. He reached his arm back, as if to smack her, when Linsay kicked him in the knee. She would not have had any enhancements, and it did little other than distract him, but Talia kicked him from the other side.

      He brought both arms out, catching them on the shoulders, and they went flying.

      The distraction had been enough. Carth slipped the reflex enhancement into her mouth. She waited, praying that she wouldn’t burn off the effects, and as he approached, she kicked.

      She managed a faster kick than she would have unenhanced.

      Carth sent a surge of flame through her, healing her.

      She jumped to her feet, hoping that the flame she had used to heal herself hadn’t burned off the enhancement, and felt that it had slowed. She reached for another one and quickly took it.

      “You made a mistake,” she said.

      “What mistake did I make? I have studied the Rel for a while. I know exactly what you’re capable of.”

      “You know nothing of what I’m capable of. You think that you know me, but your study of me has only taught you some.”

      Carth tossed the bundle of enhancements over to Linsay. Her eyes widened slightly, but she recognized it and quickly downed a series of vials.

      “And it’s not me that you have to worry about,” Carth said. “It’s her.”

      Linsay jumped at them, moving with more speed than Carth would have expected, and crashed into the captain’s chest. She began beating on him, pummeling him over and over, and Talia was forced to pull her off.

      “We might need him,” she said.

      “After what he did?”

      “Even then,” Talia said.

      She looked up at Carth and nodded.

      “How are you going to stop the fleet?” Linsay asked, sitting on top of the captain, holding him beneath her as she readied another punch.

      “I will need to borrow one of your enhancements,” she said.

      “I thought you didn’t take them.”

      “I don’t. But for this…”

      “Which one?”

      “Stamina.”

      “You understand what will happen if you take it?” Linsay reached into the pouch and flipped one of the vials to Carth.

      “I understand the possibility. If this works, and we remove the threat of the fleet, you could harm me. Or, you could return me to the Binders.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Then you will return to Waconia. You will not chase additional power. We will work together to prevent the Ai’thol from creating another threat.”

      “You don’t understand. It won’t—”

      Carth shook her head. “I understand better than I did. This won’t be a negotiation. It will require many of us, multiple sides, all working together.” That was what Carth had discovered when staring at Ras’s board. She had seen the way that each side would be worn down by the other, but working together, the same way that she had when forging the accords, they could simplify the game. That was the key.

      Linsay stared at her. “I can’t make that promise.”

      “I can,” Talia said.

      “Talia—”

      Talia rounded on her sister. “Carth came for us. She didn’t have to. She placed herself in danger. She placed those she cares about in danger.” She turned back to Carth. “Whatever happens, I will see that you return to your people.”

      Carth nodded. She jumped to the top of the masthead and stared out. Battles waged all around. She saw Binders facing the Ai’thol, and one ship was already sinking. Others were in poor shape, with two having ballista bolts hanging from their sides. There were ships from Waconia surrounded by those from Ai’thol. The ships that seemed to be making out the best were those from Keyall, but even they were struggling, outnumbered and outmaneuvered by those from Ai’thol.

      She would have to use both magics, but she would have to do it in a way that would be controlled.

      Doing so would take too much strength, at least if she were to attempt it without an enhancement. But with enhanced stamina?

      Carth hoped she could accomplish it then.

      She swallowed the enhancement.

      It took but a moment for it to kick in. It came like a surge of strength, as if she could feel both the brightest sun and the darkest night around her. It was power, and it flooded through her, as if she were connected to whatever the source of power that she had more directly.

      Carth focused on both, directing blasts at each of the Ai’thol ships. As she did, they exploded, ships and wood and sails and sailors going flying as her magic exploded them.

      She went ship by ship, destroying the Ai’thol.

      Her strength began to wane. She had known that it would.

      Carth pulled on more. There were still too many ships remaining.

      Could she summon a burst of magic?

      She focused, drawing on it, and sent an explosion at a grouping of ships.

      How many remained?

      She lost count, attacking, one after another, her strength fading, her connection to both the shadow and flame slipping.

      There was still another. And another. And another.

      Her vision began to fade.

      Carth slipped, and she reached for the mast, trying to hold on to it, but even her physical strength had faded.

      She fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Carth awoke in her cabin. Pain filled her, but it was a strange sort of pain. There was darkness all around her, with flickers of light. Lanterns. Her mouth was dry, and there was a gentle swaying beneath her. The air stank, like vomit that someone had attempted to cover with flowers or some other sweet fragrance, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Rest,” she heard.

      Carth tried to turn, but she couldn’t.

      She licked her lips, trying to put moisture onto them, trying to be able to speak, knowing that she needed to. When she finally managed to get some moisture onto her lips, she said, “The Ai’thol?”

      “Defeated. For now.”

      Carth breathed out. “How many did we lose?”

      “Who do you refer to as we?”

      She tried to move and looked over to see that it was Ras sitting across from her cot. He held a cloth that he wiped across her arms. A Tsatsun board rested on the table behind him, with pieces arranged all around.

      “Ras.”

      “That is me.”

      “What are you doing on my ship?” Her strength began to return, but it came slowly. Too slowly. If she needed to use it, she wouldn’t have anything left, especially if she had to use it against Ras.

      “I thought that I was helping. Perhaps I should go.”

      “Helping?”

      “You needed some assistance with the remaining Ai’thol. I did what I could, but I don’t have quite the same connection as you. My use of the S’al is not so… explosive as yours.”

      Ras had helped. That surprised Carth, especially as he had seemed interested in seeing out of the fray.

      “I didn’t think you were one of the players.”

      “How many players did you think there were on the board?”

      “I saw four.”

      “And I was but one.”

      “What about me?”

      “Ah, but you have been the same piece you always have been, Carthenne Rel. You are the Stone.”

      Carth blinked, trying to work through what he might mean, but failing. “How many of my people were lost?”

      “Yours? Maybe a few, but not nearly so many as could have been.”

      Even a few might be more than what Carth was comfortable with. All of that for Linsay and Talia. Had it been worth it?

      “You have already discovered that this was about more than rescuing the Collector and her sister,” Ras said.

      “Was it?” Carth asked.

      “This was about slowing the Ai’thol.”

      “Why?”

      “You have claimed the C’than. None have objected as you have served despite not knowing quite what you did, but it is time that you understand. It is time that you come and begin your true education.”

      “What is that?”

      “That is learning and understanding the key to power. You have caught glimpses of it so far, but you must understand it so that you can understand how the C’than protect it so that it is not abused.”

      “I thought the C’than wanted to remain neutral.”

      “There is no want. We protect the power in the world.”

      “The Elder Stones?”

      Ras smiled and turned away from her. “You have much yet to learn, Carthenne Rel. You have done well, and now you must do even better. The Ai’thol have grown powerful, and they were beginning to make their moves. I have seen that they were countered.”

      He moved one of the pieces on the Tsatsun board and then stood before disappearing from her cabin.

      She had been used.

      Not only used, but played.

      And in a game that was beyond anything she had ever played before. She had known Ras to be a master, but what she had just witnessed… it was more than she could comprehend in her current state.

      Carth stared after him, wondering if she should chase him, before laying her head back. After a few moments, the door opened, and Alayna and Jenna entered. Both wore looks of relief at seeing her awake.

      “How are you?” Alayna asked.

      Carth stared at the board, thinking about what she had seen and discovered. Maybe Linsay wasn’t her enemy. Somehow, she would have to help Carth as Carth had told her she would need to, but others would need to help also. And she would need to understand what the C’than were meant to do. And she would have to maintain the accords.

      It felt as if there were too many pieces moving around.

      Was she ready for it?

      “Tired. All I want to do is rest, but it seems as if I need to train.”

      “For what?” Jenna asked.

      “For something new. Something I’ve never faced before.”

      Alayna and Jenna both took seats alongside her. “It’s not like you’re going to do this alone.”

      Carth looked up at them, and she smiled. Alayna had been right. Her weakness was a strength. She couldn’t do this without them. They were her family, and they would face whatever would come together.
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        * * *

      

      Read more in this world and featuring Carth:

      The Shadow Accords - all about Carth’s origin.

      The Dark Ability - a side character.

      The Elder Stones Saga - one of many main characters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Collector Chronicles. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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      The Chain Breaker Series

      The Chain Breaker

      The Dark Sorcerer

      

      The Dragonwalkers Series

      The Dragonwalker

      The Dragon Misfits

      The Dragon Thief

      

      Elemental Warrior Series:

      The Endless War

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      Elemental Academy

      The Elemental Warrior

      

      The Dark Ability Series

      The Shadow Accords

      The Collector Chronicles

      The Dark Ability

      The Sighted Assassin

      The Elder Stones Saga

      

      The Lost Prophecy Series

      The Teralin Sword

      The Lost Prophecy
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