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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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.
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      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.
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      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.
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      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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* * *

      Carth will return. Subscribe to my newsletter to be the first to learn when the next book will release. http://eepurl.com/cn4M3L.
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* * *

      Looking for another great read? Check out Wasting, The Book of Maladies Volume 1.
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      In the city of Verdholm, canals separate the highborns in the center sections of the city from the lowborns along the outer sections. The city is isolated, surrounded by a deadly swamp and steam fields which should protect the people of the city from the dangerous outside world. Until it doesn’t.

      For Sam, an orphaned thief who wants only to protect her brother, protection means stealing enough so she can one day buy her way into a better section. She’s a skilled thief, and when she’s offered a job that can change everything for her, what choice does she have but to take it?

      Alec is an apothecary who longed to join the prestigious university and become a physicker, but they rarely accept students from the merchant class, and he’s now too old to enroll. The surprising discovery of strange magic can change his fortunes, but only if he can fully understand it.

      When the natural protection of the city fails and her brother is thrown into danger, Sam must become more than a thief to save him, but she can’t do so by herself. Somehow, she and Alec are linked through an ancient magic and together they might be the only ones able to stop an attack that threatens to disrupt the balance within the city and bring the dangers of the outside world to them.
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      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading Shadow Trapped. 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.

      Reviews like yours are how other readers will find my work. It makes a huge difference in readers finding my stories, so thanks for taking the time to do so.

      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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