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      Wind whipped off the ocean, twisting Carth’s hair and sending it flicking into her face. She grabbed it and clasped it behind her head, tucking it into her cloak as she surveyed the city from the rooftop. From here, she was able to look out over Keyall. She thought that she could sense movement, but everything that she detected was faint, almost muted compared to what it should be. There was a strangeness about Keyall, and she still wasn’t certain what it meant.

      “We haven’t seen any sign of her,” Alayna said. She crouched next to Carth, stationary on the rooftop, neither of them moving, not wanting to do anything to draw attention to themselves in the night.

      “Not yet, but we will,” Carth said.

      “What happens when you find her?”

      She glanced over at Alayna. Even in the faint moonlight, she was able to make out her deep green eyes and wondered what she Saw. Alayna had the gift of foresight, a gift of her people that granted her the ability to glimpse possibilities. Was she using it now?

      “I haven’t decided what happens,” Carth said.

      “Do you intend to harm her?”

      Carth took a steadying breath. “You know me, Alayna. Do you think that I would harm her?”

      “If she’s working with the Collector, I am not certain what you might do.”

      “I still don’t know who is working with the Collector. Someone is, and is feeding information to him.”

      “But maybe they’re not,” Alayna said. There was a distant sound of a cat meowing in the night and Alayna tensed briefly before shaking her head and looking over at Carth. “Maybe the Collector has figured things out and has figured out some way of maneuvering around you.”

      “If that’s the case, then I’m even more concerned,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t figure out the game.”

      Alayna smiled. She had thin lips, and they barely parted as she did. “The game? Carth—this is us you’re talking about. This is the people of Keyall that you’re talking about. Whatever is happening here with the Collector is something other than a game.”

      “I think it would be, but everything feels coordinated.” Carth couldn’t shake the way that she felt, and she couldn’t explain it—not easily. Only that she felt as if she were maneuvering through a dance that she didn’t know all the moves to. When she thought of it as a game, it made it easier—and harder. as much as she wished that everything didn’t feel like Tsatsun, it felt as if that’s exactly what everything was.

      And she had thought she was the master of Tsatsun.

      “And you’re now convinced that this merchant that we’ve encountered is the Collector?”

      “I don’t know who else it might be,” she said. “If it’s not him, then it’s someone like him. It’s someone who has a connection to the city.”

      “Why would he have wanted to destroy trade to Keyall?”

      That was a question Carth had struggled with. “Because doing so allows him to draw more power to himself. If he consolidates trade, enforces it through him—and his army of smugglers—then he gains the upper hand and becomes indispensable.” It was the same reason that she thought the smugglers had been hired to work against the constables. Not only did it force a division, but it weakened the constables. When the Collector came in, he could consolidate that power as well.

      It was clever. Carth hated that she felt that way, but there was no denying the fact that it was a sophisticated move.

      Even the appearance of sacrifice had been a sophisticated move. The Collector had sent his own people, integrating them with the smugglers, attempting to create a diversion. It had almost worked on her.

      “And this Talia?”

      “I can’t shake that I feel she’s the key to it all,” Carth said. “I don’t know whether she is or not, only that she’s tied to it somehow.”

      And it frustrated her that she wasn’t able to figure out where to find Talia. She had hidden, and ever since the moment Carth had begun to suspect her, she had been difficult to find. It was enough to confirm Carth’s suspicions.

      “You have Jenna searching through the streets, but I don’t know that she’s in the right place for looking for someone like this.”

      “I know, but she’s also not ready to spend time scouting with us,” Carth said. “It’s better for her to search alone, to feel as if she’s important in this. She needs to find a way to calm herself.”

      “And if she can’t?”

      “She will. I don’t intend to have Boiyn continued to mix elixirs for her until I am confident that she is well enough to handle them.”

      “Are you sure that Boiyn has agreed to that?”

      “Boiyn has agreed that he will help her in any way that he can.” Partly it was because Boiyn felt responsible, though he shouldn’t, not really. It wasn’t Boiyn’s fault that Jenna had been tormented the way that she had, and it wasn’t Boiyn’s fault that his enhancements had muted her the way that they had. If anything, it was Carth’s fault that she had forced him to let her use them, and she was willing to take the blame for it.

      She felt movement against her senses and darted across the rooftops.

      She didn’t need to wait for Alayna, knowing that she would follow. It was reassuring that Alayna could follow so easily. Then again, Alayna had been using Boiyn’s enhancements, and that granted her many of the same traits that Carth possessed using her magic.

      When she reached the edge of the rooftop, she pressed off with the shadows, jumping to the next roof. She glanced back, noting that Alayna sailed over the distance between the roofs and landed in a roll next to her. Alayna looked up with a smile.

      “There are times when I really enjoy what Boiyn has done,” Alayna said.

      “I think you always enjoy what Boiyn has done,” Carth said.

      “Maybe.”

      She could only shake her head. The elixirs were created out of various naturally occurring compounds, combined in a way that granted various enhancements. Boiyn was a master at mixing them and continued to study, working on other ways that he could add to those enhancements. His quarters on the ship were essentially a laboratory, and it rivaled anything that Carth had with her Binders, even in places like Asador.

      “Come on,” she said, noticing movements again.

      She raced across the rooftop and was drawn toward a familiar pressure on her senses. Using both shadows and the flame in the way that she did, mixing them so that she could pick up on such distinctions, she was able to identify the familiarity that was Talia. She recognized that her abilities were less effective here—but they were effective enough to enable her to recognize Talia, and that was what she needed.

      She passed a series of ruins that a line of priests made their way through. They wore dark robes—reminding her of the constables—and one of them chanted softly, though Carth couldn’t make out the words. Another time, she might try, and she might get close enough so that she could see what they were doing and saying, but now that she had discovered Talia, she had no luxury of time.

      They raced toward the shore. The buildings ended here and Carth hesitated, looking out. Why would Talia have come here?

      She was certain that she detected her, though maybe her abilities failed her, especially muted as they were in this city.

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Alayna asked.

      “It’s the only place I can find that makes sense,” Carth said. “It’s the only place that I’ve found that there’s anything here to detect.”

      “Why here?”

      Carth looked around. There was nothing. They were on the outskirts of the city, only ruins—the remains of the city itself, at least the earliest parts—collected here. Much of the ruins were made of a strange black rock, the same kind of rock that comprised the towering cliffs that looked out over the sea.

      “This doesn’t feel right, Carth,” Alayna said.

      “Why wouldn’t it feel right?”

      “We’ve searched for her for the last few weeks and you’ve found nothing. Now after all this time, you suddenly find her and you’re suddenly able to track her here?”

      Carth swore to herself. Alayna was right, and it bothered her that Alayna would see it while Carth did not. How was it possible that she had been dragged out here? There had to be some purpose.

      “We need to move carefully,” she said.

      “If the Collector is here—” Alayna started.

      “If the Collector is here, then I don’t want you to rush in too quickly. If there is anything that will put you in danger, I want you to make sure that you let me head in first.”

      “And by that, you mean you want the first shot at the Collector.”

      “It’s not about wanting a shot at the Collector,” she said. “It’s more about wanting to ensure that there’s no other tricks planned. I don’t really know what he’s intending, but there is something going on here.”

      She tried thinking about what the Collector might intend in allowing Talia to draw her out here. The problem was that Carth couldn’t think of anything. Unless Talia wanted to have a conversation with Carth and she wanted to make sure that she did so outside of the constables’ attention. That might make sense. Anything else simply did not.

      “Do you think he’s really after the Elder Stone?”

      Carth didn’t know the answer. Everything she’d been led to believe told her that the Elder Stone might not even be real. Boiyn believed, but Boiyn believed in many mystical things and though he was incredibly intelligent, it was marred by a strange sort of faith that Carth didn’t share. The fact that Linsay didn’t believe in the Elder Stone made it more likely to be a myth of some sort. That, and the fact that the constable had made it clear that there was nothing of magical value in Keyall.

      Still, there was the fact that Carth’s magic didn’t work quite the way it did in other places. That had to matter, though she wasn’t sure why or how.

      “I don’t even know what to make of the Elder Stone. If the Collector is after it, and if it’s real, I don’t think he should be allowed to reach it.”

      “And if he does?”

      “If he does, then I have to understand what it is that he’s after, why he might be after it, and…”

      “And?”

      Carth sighed, pressing out with shadows and the flame again, feeling for the connection to Talia. She was there, close. Carth couldn’t shake the fact that Talia hadn’t moved, not even a little, and that troubled her. It was almost as if Talia wanted to be found. But why now? Why not earlier, when Carth was actively looking for her?

      “If there is such a thing as an Elder Stone, then I will have to do whatever I can to prevent the Collector from reaching it.”

      Carth had started forward when she felt a buildup of heat.

      It came on her senses as a grating sort of awareness. She had detected such buildups several times before. Always before, it had occurred on ships, and always before, it had been tied to the Collector. There hadn’t been any additional explosions in the time that she had remained in Keyall.

      Not until now.

      Carth pushed out with her connection to the S’al.

      She dropped her connection to the shadows entirely so that she could focus only on the flame. It burned within her. Unlike the shadows, where Carth had to use a connection to an internal darkness to pull on the external shadows, the flame was all about her. She was connected to some magic deep within, something burning within the blood that she shared with her long-lost mother.

      Power exploded.

      “Carth?” Alayna asked.

      She glanced over and realized that she was standing. It didn’t matter. The explosion lit up the night, and Carth wondered whether she would be visible regardless of whether she stood.

      Flames tore through something down near the shore. A ship.

      With a dawning horror, she knew exactly why Talia had drawn her out here.

      “Stay here and track her. I want to know where she goes.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Carth nodded toward the flames burning in the port.

      “There’s nothing you can do, not without Boiyn’s concoction, and it will take him too long to mix more up.”

      “I don’t think it matters, not anymore,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s my ship. Our ship. That is the Goth Spald burning down there.”

      As Alayna gasped, Carth jumped off the rooftop, powered by shadows and flame. When she reached the rocky overlook, she stared down at the water. Pulling on a connection to the shadows and to the flame, she exploded and soared out over the water, angling toward her burning ship.

      Even as she did, she knew it was too late. Her ship was gone. Her home was gone.
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      Carth found Boiyn floating in the sea, clinging to nothing more than a bench. He was alive but barely breathing, and had a burn across his hands.

      When she dragged him into a dinghy she’d stolen from a local merchant, he blinked up at her.

      “My supplies…”

      “They’re gone. Everything’s gone. We’ll get you back and then figure out what we’re going to do next.”

      Carth rowed them toward the shore, bypassing the docks and pulling the dinghy directly up to the water’s edge. She didn’t need the dinghy. She didn’t have a ship anymore, which meant that they were stranded here unless she was willing to steal one of the ships docked in Keyall. It wasn’t that she was opposed to stealing a ship—Carth had done that before—but the idea of leaving before she had finished things with the Collector left her with a strange sense of disgust.

      As they made their way toward the city, Boiyn looked back at the docks. “How are we going to get you back to Asador?”

      “We’re not. Not yet.”

      “What of the others?”

      “They’re staying here.”

      “Carthenne—”

      Carth shook her head. “They’ve agreed to stay here, Boiyn.”

      “Only because they know that you would want to,” he told her.

      Carth knew that to be true. The others would do what they thought she wanted. Would they feel the same as her? She already knew that they would do what they thought she wanted.

      “It doesn’t matter. Not now.”

      “There are other ways for you to return to Asador,” Boiyn said.

      “There are.”

      “But you don’t intend to take them.”

      Carth shook her head. “No. I’m going to finish this.”

      “Is it because he’s beaten you?”

      Carth glanced over at him, a dark smile on her lips. “Beaten me?” She looked out at the sea. Only a short while ago, she thought she had won, but now she felt defeated. Beaten by the Collector. She was no longer certain what the game board even looked like. “He made a move, Boiyn. Now it’s my turn to counter.”

      “This was left on my station. I thought it was you…” Boiyn opened his hand and a Tsatsun piece fell out. “Did you know that he viewed this the same as you?”

      They had reached the upper level of the road, and the city stretched before them. Carth hesitated here, looking around. Lights flickered on. Music came from a nearby tavern. A few figures made their way along the street, but not many. She noted a patrol marching through the streets, a pair of constables.

      “There’s too much happening for it to be anything else,” she said. “It’s a game, only on a scale that I hadn’t ever considered.” How could she, when she had thought that she was the only one playing Tsatsun at that level?

      “Carth… Carthenne,” Boiyn said, and she turned to him. He had always used her full name, a formality that he thought necessary. With anyone else, she would correct them. With Boiyn, it felt… right. “None of this is a game.” He lowered his voice, looking around before turning back to her. “If the Elder Stone is his goal, then we need to know whether there’s anything even here in Keyall. If he gains power like that…”

      “I know. If it were a game, it would give him all the power he needed to move the Stone.”

      “That is important?”

      Carth nodded, guiding Boiyn down the street. “The Stone is the crucial piece. You can’t win the game without pushing the Stone to your opponent’s side of the board. In order to do that, you need to control the board, to ensure that your opponent can’t push the Stone back at you.”

      “And the piece he left for me?”

      Carth frowned. “It’s for me. A message. It’s known as the Shaer, but there is an older name for it that few use, one that is something of a taunt and a demand for play.” The Alyr was a term that she had only seen referenced in older descriptions of Tsatsun. It wasn’t found in more recent works, and certainly nothing from the library of the man who had taught her. Had the Collector known that she would recognize it?

      If she assumed that he would realize that she would know, the nature of their game changed. If she assumed that he had said it as a way to test her, that was a different message. And the possibility that he had left it thinking that she would not know the term was the least likely.

      “It is a piece that is often sacrificed, though typically unnecessarily.”

      “Why is it sacrificed?” Boiyn asked.

      Carth turned to him with a smile. “I think that you would enjoy Tsatsun, Boiyn. You certainly have the mind for it.”

      “Perhaps the mind, but not the patience. I would rather occupy myself with my mixtures. Besides, what do I need to learn of a game that teaches fighting strategy?”

      “There is much that Tsatsun can teach. It’s not only fighting strategy, but also a way to think and a way to get within the mind of your opponent.”

      “And do you think the Collector has gotten into your mind?”

      Carth thought of the Goth Spald burning on the sea. If he had burned it simply because she had attacked his ships, that would be a particular message. If he knew how much the ship meant to her, and everything that she had been through on it, that would be a very different message. It was likely that he understood its significance to her.

      “I think that he has.”

      “Then how will you respond?”

      “The same way I respond every other time when faced with a challenge like this,” Carth said. “I need to learn everything that I can to know what the next move should be.”

      “You intend to take on the Collector.”

      “That was decided the moment we decided to attack his ships.”

      “So he destroyed the Spald to get revenge.”

      Carth didn’t think that was entirely the reason. It was possible that was all there was, but what if there were more to it? Could he know how much her ship meant to her? If so, she might already be at a disadvantage. “Maybe he thinks that I’ll attack out of anger.”

      “And you won’t?”

      “I’m angry, Boiyn, but I learned long ago that you can’t act out of anger. You have to attack with a calm mind and be prepared for anything that might come at you. I’m prepared to play a different game. If the Alyr was his message to me, then I will respond with my own message.”

      “And which is that?”

      Carth took a deep breath. They had reached the outer section of the city, the place she had found Talia when she had tracked her through Keyall. She sensed the woman nearby. She ran the risk of falling into a trap, doing exactly what the Collector wanted of her.

      “I’m going to use a piece that he thought to use against me.” She could feel the familiar pressure of Talia on her connection to the S’al. The woman made no effort to hide herself now, though Carth didn’t know why.

      Boiyn frowned but Carth ignored it as she slammed the door open and rushed inside. Talia would be here, though she still didn’t know why Talia had chosen this place.

      She found the other woman sitting near a boarded-up window, almost as if she had been waiting for Carth. “I was told to send you a message.”

      “That was you?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have come to Keyall. I told you that when you first appeared. The Collector wouldn’t take too kindly to what you were trying to do.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Disrupting trade.”

      “I’ll do more than disrupt his trade.”

      “How? You don’t have a ship. Without your ship, you can’t even reach the Collector. You’ve lost.”

      Carth smiled. “I have his attention, and do you think I need my ship to oppose him?”

      “How do you intend—”

      Carth jumped forward.

      Talia hadn’t been expecting her to attack. She didn’t have a chance to react and simply sat there, as if shocked that Carth would dare attack.

      She grabbed the other woman and bound her wrists behind her back.

      “Carthenne?” Boiyn asked.

      She shook her head. “He thinks to use my tendencies against me. I will prove to him that I don’t have tendencies he can use.”

      “By doing what, exactly, with this woman?”

      “The same thing that the Collector thought to do with me.”

      Boiyn said nothing as Carth wrapped Talia’s hands behind her back and then searched her for weapons. The woman had nearly a dozen knives on her. As Carth took each knife, Talia’s face contorted even more.

      “You’re making a mistake.”

      “The mistake I made was in offering to help you.”

      “You wouldn’t have helped.”

      “Wouldn’t I? Did you ever ask your master about me and about why he’s so determined to oppose me?”

      “Why?” Talia asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Because he knows that I have done everything I can to help others like you dozens of times before. He used you to get to me.” That was why Carth had struggled with how to help Talia. She wasn’t battered in the same way as others she had helped. Talia was used, but she had been used with a much different purpose.

      “You still have it wrong if you think the Collector intends to save me.” Talia didn’t fight as Carth pushed her forward, toward the door leading into the home. “All that matters is the endgame.”

      “The Elder Stone?”

      Talia laughed darkly as they reached the door leading out of the building. Carth pushed Talia forward and into the street, where she jerked herself free.

      Carth lunged after her, but Talia took off, moving quickly. Her hands were bound behind her, but that didn’t seem to slow her at all. She reached the edge of the city and paused, tearing her wrists free from the bindings.

      With a shadow-powered jump, Carth reached Talia and landed next to her.

      “Are you so afraid of what I might do that you’re willing to go along with him?” Carth asked.

      “You? I’m not afraid of you. Had you wanted to hurt me, you would have done so the very first time I met you.”

      “Then you’re afraid of him.”

      “I know the Collector.”

      “Do you? It seems you’re willing to go along with someone who intends to hurt countless others in his pursuit of power.”

      “I don’t intend to die if I don’t have to.”

      It was a sentiment that Carth understood. Many others she’d worked with had had similar sentiments, which was why it was hard to be angry with Talia, even as she wanted to rescue her from the Collector.

      “What of the others who have tried to escape him?”

      “What makes you think others have tried to escape?”

      Carth frowned. “What does that—”

      She felt the buildup of power, and then an explosion rocked the city.

      It happened near the edge of the city, in the empty building where she’d found Talia.

      There were others in that part of the city. She’d detected them when she’d been there.

      Heat from the flames built, a powerful strength pouring toward them.

      “Make a choice, Carth of the C’than. Who do you want to help?” Talia said.
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      Fire glowed softly in the night as Carth raced along the edge of the city. She could smell it, an acrid and awful odor, and it reminded her of charred flesh. Would that be what she would find when she reached the fire? She used the S’al, trying to pull the flames away, drawing heat into herself, but there were limits to how much she could absorb, especially as she didn’t know what she would find.

      Boiyn joined her along the street. The burn on his hand was still red and raw, an amazing amount of color on his otherwise pale skin. He favored his one leg and hobbled after her with more of a limp than he’d had when she had rescued him from the wreckage of the Spald.

      “What did she do?” Boiyn asked.

      “She served her master.”

      “With an explosion?”

      They reached the building where they had found Talia. As Carth had suspected, it burned. At least she knew it to be empty, but she couldn’t say the same about the buildings around it.

      Fire raged within them.

      She looked over at Boiyn.

      “I can’t go in there, Carthenne,” he whispered.

      “I wouldn’t ask it of you. Go get Alayna.”

      “Only Alayna?”

      “I don’t think Jenna is ready for this, and she’ll need to ensure that you and Linsay are safe.”

      “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “I always worry about you. I worry about everyone I care about.”

      Boiyn hurried away, heading toward the road that wound down from the city and toward the docks, looking for the others should be.

      Carth lingered outside the building, staring at the flames. The heat pressing out nearly pushed her back, but she pulled it into herself, letting the power of the S’al claim it. There were limits to how much heat she could withstand, but she could divert it. With the ocean nearby, she thought she could divert the heat into the water, but it could be dangerous to anyone too close to the water.

      She could pull it away enough to withstand the heat and the fire.

      Carth stepped into the building, pushing the heat ahead of her. Could she trap it somehow? She’d never tried to use her connection to the S’al in quite that way, but she thought that she could. When she did, she worried that it might explode out from her, though. If she let it, she might lose control.

      There was no one in the building.

      She forced her way into a nearby building. It took an explosion of power to create an opening to get in, and when she did, she worried that she might blow back too much power.

      This building raged with heat.

      Carth pulled it toward her, letting it swirl around her in a torrent—a vortex of fire. She sent it upward, spiraling into the sky and through the roof. From there, she directed it at the night. It wouldn’t be quite as controlled, but well enough that she could divert some of the heat from here.

      Was there anyone in the room?

      Using shadows and the flame, she reached out, searching for them, but didn’t detect anyone.

      Carth stepped forward. With each step, she pushed the heat away, sweeping it in front of her and keeping it bound together. When it reached a breaking point for what she could control, she directed it upward again. After a few times shooting the heat upward, the air was cooler, though dry.

      This building was empty as well.

      Could Talia have only used this as a way to distract her?

      She thought about the Collector. If this was a game of Tsatsun to him, what purpose would there be in exploding these buildings? They didn’t appear to be occupied, which meant that no one would suffer with their destruction. It would be difficult to control the flames, but what would the purpose of it be? Why would he want to destroy this section of the city?

      Could this be some other move? Maybe a way of testing her capabilities?

      If so, what would he hope to learn? He already knew that she could control the flame, so what would he think to learn from testing her connection to it? Could he want only to know the extent of her connection to the S’al?

      Testing her would reveal the depths of that connection, but only if he fully tested her. What she had faced so far was far from the most difficult thing that she had ever faced. But then, would he know that?

      Carth had to push away those thoughts. The Collector would have to be extremely skilled at Tsatsun to think through the game that far in advance. There weren’t many who were. The man who had trained her, and she had defeated even him.

      When she made it through the next building, once more finding it empty, she pushed the connection to the flame into the air again.

      Her mouth was dry from the smoke and the flame, and she couldn’t shake the sense that she had been tested in a way that she didn’t fully understand.

      Then she stepped out onto the street.

      The fire had continued, spreading beyond the stretch of buildings she had gone through. Dozens of buildings were aflame. People poured out of them and a line snaked toward the docks for water, but gathering water for the fire in that way would be slow.

      This had to be what Talia had intended.

      But why would she have wanted to destroy this section of the city?

      Carth could help, but it would be a blunter response than what she had been doing. It would require that she knock down buildings before they had a chance to catch flame, especially as they couldn’t be doused with water in time.

      Was there another possibility? Could she add to the fire and use her S’al to burn it out before it had a chance to spread?

      It would keep her from attempting to put out the existing fires, but using that technique might save countless others.

      Carth connected to the S’al and let it spread out from her.

      She poured her connection to the flame into the building, letting it explode with heat and flame, burning wildly but not uncontrolled. This fire was an extension of her magic and she had control over how—and where—it burned. She could limit its spread.

      Carth stepped from building to building, pulling on the connection to the flame and sending it out. The power from the S’al was enormous. Carth rarely used her connection to that magic with such intensity, and now she let it pour out.

      The buildings exploded, but she prevented the fire from going somewhere else.

      When she reached the end of the fire’s path, she pulled it back, tamping the fire out. Flames died out, leaving the heat remaining but without the same intensity.

      Carth stepped into the street, pushing back the connection to the flame. It was difficult to tamp it down now that she had allowed it to spread, and difficult to do anything other than let it flow.

      “Carth?”

      She turned and saw Linsay approaching carefully. Her eyes were wide as she looked around her. “What happened? Why did you do this?”

      Carth struggled to push down the effect of the flame, suppressing her connection to it. Never before had it attempted to surge free as it did now. “I had to. Otherwise it would have spread uncontrollably. I didn’t have a choice.”

      Linsay looked along the line of now-destroyed buildings. “That’s… that’s not how it looks. It looks like you walked through them, igniting them.”

      “I wasn’t igniting them. I was burning through them so they didn’t jump to the next building.”

      “Why are you still glowing?” Linsay asked.

      “I’m trying to suppress it,” she said.

      “Trying?”

      Carth looked around. The street was mostly empty of people, but the constables would soon be arriving. Either she would have to disappear or she would have to deal with the consequences of what she had done. Knowing what she did of the constables, and the rigid way they thought, she knew how that would go. And from the way Linsay looked at her, Carth wasn’t certain that her friends would even believe her.

      “It looks like you’re angry at what the Collector did and you decided to get revenge on the city,” Linsay whispered.

      “That’s not it.”

      “Where’s Boiyn?” Linsay asked.

      Carth frowned. “He’s not with you? We found Talia, and she caused these explosions. I sent him down to find Alayna.”

      “Where is she, then?”

      Carth shook her head. “She’s gone. She got away.”

      “From you? How?” Linsay asked.

      “He’s using her. It took me a while to figure that out, but now that I see it, I can’t see anything else. Somehow, he’s using Talia to manipulate me. He knows about me. He knows what I’ve done for others, and I think he intends to take advantage of that, thinking that I will react in the way that he wants.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “By allowing Talia to escape.”

      Linsay frowned. “Carth? I don’t understand.”

      “That’s because you struggle with Tsatsun.” As soon as she said it, she saw the hurt flaring in Linsay’s eyes, and she knew that she probably shouldn’t have been quite so blunt. It wasn’t that she wanted to anger her friend. Linsay was a good friend and had proven that she had more potential than Carth had initially given her credit for. “You don’t have skill with Tsatsun yet, but that’s not to say—”

      Linsay shook her head. “I think I know what you mean.”

      The lead constable approached. Carth could make him out from the glowing embers of the fire, but even without that, she thought that she would notice him. The more she was exposed to him, the more she was convinced that he had a particular energy. He watched her, as if daring her to look away. Carth met his eyes, refusing to turn away. She had made her choice.

      Much as Talia apparently had.

      “You should go,” Carth said. “I think I understand the game now.”

      Linsay frowned and shook her head. “This isn’t a game, Carth. This is your life!”

      The constable continued to make his way toward her. As she was still connected to the power of S’al, she could feel the presence of several others coming with him. Distantly, she was aware of Talia. Was the woman watching?

      Had the Collector planned for this? It seemed an odd choice for him to make, wanting her to burn up the empty buildings, but it would place her in a defensive mode. Either she would have to disappear or she would have to respond. Which was the right answer?

      Maybe Linsay was right. Maybe viewing it as a game was the wrong way to look at it. She wasn’t a piece on a game board. Her friends weren’t either.

      Yet… they were pieces. She couldn’t shake the surprise she’d felt at finding the piece.

      “You need to go,” Carth said. “I’ll meet you down by the docks.”

      “By the docks? We don’t have a ship, Carth. What do you intend for us to do? Do you think that we’ll steal a ship?”

      That would offend Linsay more than it would Alayna or Jenna. Boiyn likely wouldn’t even mind nearly as much as Linsay. She was a scholar first, and much of what she had experienced had been radically different than anything else that she had encountered prior to meeting up with Carth.

      “We won’t steal a ship. We won’t need to.”

      “But our ship—”

      Carth turned to her. “Please, Linsay. You need to trust me.”

      Linsay looked at her, and a debate warred within her eyes. It lasted for a few moments and then finally ended. Carth wasn’t certain which side had won out. Would she trust Carth and do as she asked, or would she think to act against her, wanting to protect Carth?

      When Linsay nodded, Carth didn’t have the answer.

      She pulled the shadows to her, preparing to use them to jump, to disappear. She could even use them to jump down to the docks. It might be painful, especially after having used as much power as she had throughout the night, but she thought that she could manage.

      Then she saw Boiyn.

      He was held between a pair of constables. His face was contorted, likely from pain as they gripped his injured arm, and his eyes seemed to beg her to run.

      But that wasn’t something Carth could do. It wasn’t in her to run, especially when someone she had brought to Keyall was trapped. It was the same reason she hadn’t been able to leave Jenna. They had been willing to place Jenna in the stocks, even though her infractions had been more minor. If they believed Carth responsible for the fires—and somehow believed Boiyn responsible along with her—what would they do to him?

      Carth couldn’t leave him.

      That realization gave her the necessary energy to tamp back the rest of her connection to the S’al, quashing it entirely. She sighed and stepped toward the constable, nodding to him. “I will go with you.”

      “Yes. You will.”

      Carth realized all too late that someone approached from behind and something heavy and painful slammed into the back of her head.
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      Stone surrounded Carth, and not the kind of stone that felt welcoming and warm, the kind that indicated a quiet hearth or a pleasant tavern. This was solid stone, an alcove carved into the rock of the cliffside itself, barely large enough for her to sit within and not high enough for her to stand. She had been lowered into this cell.

      Only the sea provided any sort of distraction. She focused on the sounds of the waves crashing far below. It was a soothing sound normally, but for some reason, right now, it was little more than an increased agitation.

      She heard the creaking of the contraption they’d used to lower her, and a shadow appeared before the mouth of her cell. The constable stepped forward.

      “Do you really believe this will hold me?” Carth asked.

      He shrugged. “I doubt that it will, but it holds your friends.”

      Carth found herself hesitating. “Friends?”

      “When we found your pale-skinned friend making his way on the road toward the docks, there were two others with him. They claim that they don’t know you, but the one is the woman we had previously captured, and the other was the woman we saw you watching her with.”

      “Where are they?”

      The constable shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “And how does it work?”

      “As we have discussed, we respect the law in Keyall. Situated as we are in this part of the world, we must maintain order.”

      Carth grunted and suppressed her laughter. “Order? From what I’ve seen, there is nothing but chaos here. You allowed the Collector to attack because you thought your order would protect you. You allowed Alistan Rhain to bring trouble to Keyall.”

      “Alistan Rhain has done nothing to violate any laws in Keyall.”

      “What do you intend to do with me?” They had planned to brutalize Jenna, holding her until her anger abated, but she couldn’t envision the constable holding her the same way. She was in a cell that was meant to isolate, though she suspected she could get free. What she didn’t know was where they kept the others. Were they held in similar cells?

      Beyond that, Carth couldn’t shake the sense that all of this was the Collector’s plan. She had a growing interest in seeing how he wanted this game to play out. Regardless of what Linsay said, it was a game.

      “You were observed destroying the oldest section of the city,” the constable said.

      “The fires had already started by the time I arrived.”

      “Had they? From what I’ve seen, you have some fire magic. You have shown how little you respect the laws of Keyall. One might even think that you were responsible for starting the fire.”

      “One would be wrong.” She leaned forward. “And I saved Keyall. I saved your ships.” And she had thought she had pushed the Collector out of Keyall, at least for a time. It surprised her that the time she’d managed to keep him out had been so short.

      “There was a witness who saw you starting the fire. She said she heard you talking about getting revenge for what happened to your ship.”

      “Let me guess, this person would be Talia?”

      The constable didn’t blink. “She said you headed straight toward the merchants’ warehouses.”

      Interesting. She didn’t know what part of the city she had been drawn to, other than that it had been older than many of the other parts of the city.

      “If you look into it, you’ll realize that the city would have burned had I done nothing. The fires were spreading, and I only did what I could to extinguish them.”

      “Do you believe this to be an open discussion?”

      “I believe we’re having a dialogue. You shouldn’t believe for one moment that I am unable to escape from here.”

      “And where would you go?” He stepped to the side and motioned for her to look down.

      High above her, she noticed the contraption that had been used to lower her, but it would be difficult to reach. The cliff was sheer rock and completely smooth. Below her, the sea was angry and created a thick froth where it crashed into jagged rocks. She could jump, but could she survive the jump? Even her powers had limits.

      “And if I escape?” she asked.

      That was what she feared more than anything. What would they do to her friends?

      “Your escape would require a lesson.”

      Carth had already seen the way the constabulary thought to provide lessons.

      The constable watched her for a moment before turning his back to her, seemingly content.

      “I could attack you here,” Carth said.

      “You could. And if you did, you’d place your friends in danger. If anything happens to me…”

      “You don’t even want to know whether what I’ve told you is true or not?”

      “Whether it’s true? You have been in the city for a short time. In that time, you have already proven yourself willing to violate our customs, attack my men, and basically show a complete disregard for Keyall. I can no longer let that go unpunished.”

      “If you let me work with you, I could be a valued member of the community,” she said.

      “Not from what I’ve heard of you.”

      “My reputation has preceded me, then?”

      He snorted. “What you have are stories of danger that come ahead of you. There are rumors of shadows and flame and rumors of the woman who wields them.”

      “What of rumors about an Elder Stone?” She still didn’t understand why those who had defied the Collector were convinced that he intended to acquire an Elder Stone, but that seemed the only piece that fit with what she had heard.

      “This is nothing more than a childhood story.”

      Carth watched him. “Is it?”

      He turned away and reached outward, either motioning or reaching for something that signaled for the contraption to descend. When it did, he stepped out onto it and turned briefly to Carth.

      “How long do you intend to hold me here?”

      “You will go before the tribunal, and you will face their recommendations.”

      “Without a chance to prove myself.”

      “What proof would there be? We have many witnesses who have testified already.”

      Why would he push her in this way… unless he had made a deal with the Collector?

      She could see why he would. How would he not, especially when he would want nothing more than to ensure that Keyall was safe? That move made sense.

      The constable watched her for a moment, but Carth couldn’t read him. If only she could, then she might be able to guess what he would do. He motioned with his hand and the platform was raised, pulling him out of view.
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* * *

      Carth stood at the cave opening, listening to the sound of the waves crashing. Night had settled around her, leaving thick blankets of darkness. She focused on the darkness, pulling it toward her and listening.

      The night was silent other than the sound of the water. She heard nothing else, no sounds of gulls circling and nothing that would tell her that they were near the city. How far away from Keyall had they brought her?

      She had been here the better part of the day, though she wasn’t certain whether it had been longer than that. It was tempting to sneak out and scale the rock, but she worried that if she did, her friends would suffer. The constable was not one she was willing to risk challenging, not after what he’d shown with Jenna.

      She couldn’t wait here too much longer. If she did, she ran the risk of the Collector reaching for power in Keyall. Carth had issued a challenge and the Collector had answered.

      Maybe she needed to know whether she even could escape.

      Pulling on her connection to the shadows, she jabbed her hand into the rock next to the cave entrance.

      Shadows strengthened her. Usually, she could turn them into something real, something physical. Carth had expected to puncture the stone and create a handhold, but nothing happened.

      Carth shifted her focus, trying to use the connection to the flame. As before, there was nothing.

      Was she truly trapped?

      It would present an interesting challenge if so. She had never been trapped with her magic. When she’d been captured before, such as that time in Asador, her magic had been taken from her. This wasn’t anything like that.

      What if she tried the two of them together?

      A controlled explosion could get her a handhold, but she would have to do multiple controlled explosions. Was she capable of that?

      First, she had to decide whether even a single controlled explosion would work.

      She pressed her palm against the stone. It was smooth, almost perfectly so. It felt nothing like she would’ve expected, almost as if the sea had smoothed the rock over the years. Combining her two magics, Carth pressed through her palm.

      The force of the explosion threw her hand back.

      When she looked at the space where her hand had been, she saw no sign of any damage. There was nothing she could use as a handhold.

      The rock was impervious to her magic.

      She tried with more force, thinking that she could draw upon more power and use that to help get her free, but all that did was nearly send her tumbling over the edge from the force of the explosion.

      There had to be some way to get free, didn’t there?

      Maybe the better question was how the rock resisted the effects of her magic.

      She hadn’t found anything that was completely resistant to it before.

      Old warnings from her earliest instructors surfaced in her mind, advising her not to become too reliant upon her magic. What other options did she have?

      She moved to the back of the cell, trying to think through what had happened to her, but the only answer she came up with was that she would somehow have to risk jumping—and the jagged rocks beneath her made it so that was not a foolproof plan—or attack whoever came for her. They would have to bring her food, or eventually, bring her to this tribunal. She could make her escape then.

      In the meantime, she would plan, which meant trying to think through what she knew.

      And what she knew was that she had been placed in a difficult position. The Collector knew much more about her than she knew about him. Somehow, she would have to change that, though she wasn’t entirely sure how she would.
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* * *

      When the constable returned the next day, Carth was ready.

      She had noticed the creak of the platform as it was lowered. When his shadowed form moved into view, she remained toward the back of the cell. Let him think that she would be cowed by what they had done to her.

      He stepped off and the platform started back up again, disappearing from view. They wouldn’t even leave it in case doing so risked the possibility of her escape.

      “I see that you tested the stone.”

      “You knew that I would.”

      The constable smiled. “I would have expected nothing less. You would have seen that there is nothing you can do to destroy the stone, not even with your magic.”

      “You seem to know quite a bit about my magic. Why is that?”

      The constable pushed a basket toward her. She smelled bread and noticed a jug of water. Should she trust that they wouldn’t poison her? It had been done before, and she now had a healthy skepticism when it came to what she consumed and where it came from.

      “We’ve spoken about the rumors that preceded your arrival.”

      “Humor me.”

      “Before the merchants stopped coming, they used to bring word of a woman who caused trouble in other cities.”

      “I take it from your tone that you don’t care about the fact that other cities were helped by what it did? Would you rather they remain oppressed?”

      He laughed. “Oppressed? You have spent some time in Keyall. Not much, but enough to know that the people of my city are anything but oppressed.”

      “I can’t make any statement about your people. All I know is that you prefer to rule with a strict discipline.”

      “You were warned.”

      Carth smiled. “I was warned.” She nodded at the basket. “Why are you the one to bring supplies to me? I imagine others could take on that task equally well.”

      “I wouldn’t risk any others.”

      “Risk them? I seem to recall how none of your men were permanently harmed when I pulled my friend from the stocks.”

      The constable’s face clouded a moment. “You chose restraint. I admit that I was surprised.”

      “Then you wouldn’t fear what I would do to your men. Unless you think you can’t trust them to my questions, but if that were the case, you could send someone who knew nothing. Instead, you come yourself, which places you in danger, especially if I decided to attack you.”

      He reached for his sword. “You believe that you could overpower me unarmed?”

      Carth nodded. “Yes.” She let the word hang in the air. It was time to press him. She needed to know one way or the other. “How long have you been working for him?”

      “I work for the city.”

      “If that is the case, then you not have placed yourself in danger. The only reason I can think of for your presence here is that he asked you to come, perhaps to send a message or perhaps because he wanted me to have certain information about him. Either way, I must admit that I am curious.”

      “You are mistaken.”

      “Am I? Prove it.” She took a step toward him and he tensed. With that movement, she thought she had the right of it. Had the constable made a deal? “He still wants something, though I am not clear what that might be. Rest assured, I will find out.”

      “The tribunal will meet with you in a few days. You should be ready.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You say that you won’t be ready?”

      Carth took another step toward him and he jerked back again. “I don’t think I’ll be here. Whatever he plans will come before then.”

      The constable stepped back and waved for the platform to be lowered. He stepped onto it and disappeared from view without saying another word.

      She sat back and waited.
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* * *

      When the platform lowered again, Carth was ready.

      She waited near the back of the cave. It was toward the end of the third day of her captivity. She hadn’t eaten or drunk anything and would not until she was free and could choose what she consumed. She would grow weaker, but she believed that she wouldn’t have to wait much longer before managing to get free. Either she would make her escape or she would face the tribunal and escape then.

      The person who appeared was not who she expected.

      He was an older man with dark hair and flat black eyes, incredibly well-dressed. In another time—and place—he might be attractive. “Alistan Rhain.”

      He smiled. “You weren’t expecting me?”

      There had been a time when she had believed him to be the Collector. Then she had thought he only sat on the tribunal. Now she wasn’t certain. “Why are you here? I did you a favor, attacking the Collector’s ships.”

      “A favor? You’ve brought his attention here. How is that a favor?”

      “I intended to show that I would protect Keyall.”

      Rhain laughed. “Do you honestly believe that you can?”

      “I have in other places.”

      “Keyall isn’t like other places.”

      She had seen that to be true, and even questioned whether she needed to be involved, especially with the constables holding the power that they did. If she didn’t do the same as she had in other places, could she still work with the constables? “What does that mean?”

      Rhain only shrugged. “It means what it means. You are here, a guest of the tribunal, until your sentence is decided.” He smiled, an expression that was surprisingly predatory. “If you were able to escape, you would have done so. That tells me that you are well and truly captured. The thing about Keyall is that it is carved out of a strange section of the coast, a place born of fire long ago that sloughed off before falling into the sea.” He leaned against the narrow wall of her cell. “What’s interesting about it is how it has a natural resistance to heat, especially as it came from heat.”

      How was it possible that the stone the city sat upon resisted her?

      “And the shadows?” Since he was answering questions, maybe he would answer questions about that as well.

      “That is a simpler answer. The stone is incredibly hard. Nothing cuts into the surface.”

      She glanced around the cave and he laughed. “Yes, you would be right in questioning why these caves are here, but I’m afraid I don’t have an answer to that. It’s possible that they were carved by a magic greater than what we know, but I believe that they were created when all of this formed. Heat expanded and created a bubble so that these openings were made naturally. They are quite useful.”

      Carth frowned. “You are better educated than most merchants I’ve met.”

      He tipped his head. “You have met many merchants, haven’t you, Carthenne Rel? But I have studied in many places, collecting knowledge.”

      It was an interesting choice of words. Had she been wrong? Was he the Collector? “Such as?”

      He shrugged. “Many places. Asador. Obal. Thyr.” Seeing the frown on her face, he smiled. “Yes, even Thyr.”

      Obal? Why would he mention that city? She pushed away the question. “Then you know what is there. You know my purpose.”

      “I have more experience with the Hjan than you realize.”

      “Is that why you’re here? I know you’re not from Keyall originally. Did you come to find something that will help you counter them? Why tell me that… unless you need me for something. Is that why you came here?”

      Rhain stepped back and chuckled. “There’s the mind that I was led to believe you possessed. Yes. The Hjan are dangerous, though I would like to think that we could be equally dangerous here.”

      “Whatever you’re after, you can’t reach it on your own.”

      “In that, you would be correct. There is something that I cannot reach.”

      “Why do you think that I can?”

      “Let’s just say that I have a hunch that you have the necessary skill set for this.”

      “No.”

      He frowned. “No? Just like that?”

      Carth shrugged. “Just like that.”

      “You haven’t heard what I would offer in exchange.”

      Carth snorted. “You think you can barter with my friends’ safety? I believe you’re connected to the constables, but I doubt they would let me simply leave.”

      “No, perhaps they would not allow you to simply leave, but I would offer you something greater than your friends, though if you complete this for me, you would be granted something even more than your friends’ safety.”

      Carth waited. She didn’t doubt that Rhain would know how to appeal to her, nor did she doubt that he would have something that might sway her. She wasn’t expecting what he said next.

      “If you do this, I will convince the tribunal to free you… and your friends.”
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      Carth sat near the back of the cell, barely able to move. How could she when she wanted nothing more than to pace while trying to determine what Rhain would have her do? She didn’t know whether his offer was genuine or not, but if it was, how could she not take it? Only, she wasn’t sure that it was genuine. This was the man who had brought the smugglers to Keyall, willing to risk an attack so he could continue to gain wealth. To collect wealth.

      That had to be it, didn’t it?

      The mystery she’d struggled to solve had been there all along.

      A part of her wondered if Rhain was the collector, but could he be? He wanted power, and would he have that if he attempted to destroy Keyall?

      What did he want from her now?

      It might be another maneuver.

      What if he was even more skilled at Tsatsun than she was? She would have loved the opportunity to play him on a board rather than play him like this, but this might be the only way she was allowed to play him.

      What would he gain by allowing her to rescue her friends? Other than her cooperation.

      Something he had said troubled her.

      Where had he studied?

      The list of the cities came to mind, but it was one of them that troubled her the most. Obal was rare enough, a minor place of study in the scheme of things, and he had said it almost intentionally.

      Why Obal?

      The same place she had come to know Linsay.

      Carth tried not to make too many connections, but they were there, regardless of what she wanted. She had been the one to suggest that they continue south, thinking that they could find a way to further neutralize the Hjan, and Carth had been so blinded by her desire to do so that she had been willing to listen, even when she should have known better.

      Could Linsay be working for the Collector?

      No.

      But the Collector had known about Carth for a while. He had been collecting information about her for even longer. Which meant that he could have been playing a long game with her—much longer than she had known.

      Could the Collector have maneuvered her to come here?

      Carth tried slowing her thoughts, thinking through what she knew. She had dealt him a setback. He had been irritated by the way she had started defending the other merchants, determined to drive him out—hadn’t he?

      Could it be that he wanted her to attack to draw her in?

      Hadn’t he proven that he would use people around him for diversions? The Collector didn’t seem to care about others, not enough that they would mean anything to him.

      It bothered her that she wouldn’t have seen it, but if she were trying to play someone like herself, wouldn’t she have done the same thing?
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* * *

      It was late in the day when the platform lowered again. Carth barely looked up—until she realized that Linsay was on the platform.

      “Come on. I’m here to help you escape.”

      “Are you?” She stared at the ground.

      “Carth? We should go. I don’t know how long I can hold—”

      Carth looked up. “Did you betray us, Linsay?”

      Linsay’s eyes were wide. “Carth?”

      “I see it now. I should have made the connection before. You were always skilled at Tsatsun, but reserved. There were times when you would show flashes, but I had it in my head that those flashes were nothing more than chance—the luck of an emerging player. You’ve been with him all this time, haven’t you?”

      Linsay gripped the rope of the platform and didn’t move. Her eyes flashed with a hint of irritation that made Carth question whether she had been right.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Those weren’t flashes at all. You had been suppressing your ability with me. Downplaying it. All while trying to determine my tendencies.” What a way to play. Linsay had acquired everything she had needed to know for the Collector to use her, to play her the way that he had. “And the others never knew,” Carth said. “I thought the reason you weren’t taken like the others was because you were lucky, but that wasn’t it. The Collector didn’t want for you to be taken, did he?”

      “I can’t believe you would say something like that, Carth. I came here to try and help get you out. We can get the others. I know how to find them.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “That’s not what this is.”

      “Obal, Linsay. You were there with him, weren’t you?”

      Her breath caught, and Carth knew that she was right. She hated that she was.

      “Why? That doesn’t suit you. Not the woman I know.” If nothing else, Carth did know Linsay, and this didn’t fit. She had been reluctant and then eager to take enhancements. She had fought alongside the rest of them. And she had been hurt when Jenna was placed into the stocks. She was a skilled actor—she had to be to have convinced Carth that she was nothing more than she appeared—but there were emotions that would be difficult to fake.

      “You’re wrong. You’ve got it wrong.”

      Carth stood. “I wish that I did. That’s what hurts me the most. If you’ve learned nothing about me, you should know that I truly want to help the people who are with me. I wanted to help you. I wanted to help Jenna. Alayna. So many others. And you would take that from them.”

      “Carth?”

      Her voice was soft and reminded Carth of when they had first met. She had seemed so meek, and the change in her had been welcomed. Carth had been thrilled as Linsay had gradually come out of her shell—or at least had seemed to. Maybe she had never needed what Carth offered.

      Everything took on a different light now than it had before. She replayed every interaction she had had with Linsay over the last year they had been together. In that time, could everything have been about collecting information?

      “Tell your master that I won’t take on his task. Not if it means he acquires power to confront the Hjan.”

      “The Hjan?”

      Carth sniffed. “Yes. The Hjan. I will not risk the accords. If you knew anything about me, you would know that. Make sure he understands.”

      Linsay reached for the platform and stepped back on it. “I don’t know why you’re saying the things that you are, but they’re hurtful, Carth.”

      “Tell him.”

      Linsay looked at Carth with an expression ringed with sadness. For a moment, Carth wondered if she was making a mistake, but were Linsay truly worried about Carth’s response, she would have worn a different expression. It was the reason that Carth thought she was making the right decision.

      That still didn’t help with how she was going to escape.

      How would she get out?

      She was comfortable waiting until the tribunal, but if the Collector was determined to force her to help, maybe she couldn’t wait. Unless… he wanted her to wait until she was brought before the tribunal. It bothered her that she didn’t know. It could be that she was doing exactly what he wanted of her, or it could be that she was overthinking things.

      Then again, she believed that he had outplayed her. That was the only explanation that fit. Surprisingly, she didn’t mind the idea that she had been outplayed by a master of Tsatsun. What bothered her was that she had allowed Linsay to manipulate her. She should have been better than that.

      What she needed was to determine what the Collector was after. If it was the Elder Stone—and the fact that he sought some item of power that he believed would be potent enough to defeat the Hjan made her think that might be what he was after—how did he anticipate that she would acquire it?

      Rather than attempting an escape, Carth waited.

      She had no other choice. If she attempted anything, she risked doing exactly what he wanted, and she was determined not to do that, though she was no longer certain that she could avoid playing into his hands.

      When a shadow drifted in front of the cave entrance, she looked up. Who would it be this time?

      There was a part of her that was disappointed to see the constable. He carried a basket with him, this time heavy with bread and a cask of what smelled like wine. Her stomach rumbled, betraying her. She didn’t want him to know that she was hungry or thirsty, didn’t want him to know that she had not eaten anything that he had brought. Instead, she had tossed everything over the edge and out into the sea.

      “You can eat. You don’t have to worry that I’ve poisoned it,” he said.

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t? That’s exactly the sort of thing that someone would say if they did poison it.”

      He set the basket down and slid it toward her feet.

      “The tribunal prepares for the visit.”

      Carth hesitated. There was something about the way that he said it that made her question what was going to take place. “The tribunal will come here?”

      He laughed. He didn’t bother to stay away from her, as if not mindful of the fact that she could attack him. She still had not discovered whether he had some ability that protected him or whether he was protected by some natural defenses that came from Keyall.

      “And risk you escaping? The tribunal recognizes that we are lucky to have captured you here. If we brought you out of this cell, we would run the risk of you escaping. I think everyone is fully aware of how difficult it would be to recapture you. No one wants to risk that.”

      That had been what she’d counted on. She had hoped that they would be willing to risk bringing her from the cell, as it would be the only way for her to possibly manage to escape. Now—if they intended to come here—she was left with the choice of risking her escape or attacking the tribunal. If she did attack the tribunal, would she endanger her friends? She wouldn’t put it past the constable to have placed some sort of defenses around them so that if she did attack—and if she did attempt to escape—they would react.

      “How much longer do I have before the tribunal meets?” He had told her she had three days, but had that changed since she had refused to do what the Collector had asked?

      “The timing hasn’t changed. You have two more days.”

      “What do you mean I have two more days?”

      He shrugged. “You have been given two days to prepare your defense.”

      Carth smiled. “How can I prepare my defense while I am trapped here?”

      “If what you have told me is the truth”—he arched a brow at her, making it clear that he did not believe that it was—“then there should be little difficulty. The truth should be enough to set you free.”

      Carth laughed. “Do you really believe that my telling the truth is what would set me free? I’ve lived long enough and experienced enough to know that sometimes the truth is not enough. Sometimes one must take matters into one’s own hands in order to set oneself free.”

      The constable turned his attention back to the sheer drop-off and made his motion to whoever was waiting up above. “You may try, but I suspect that you have come to the same conclusion as others who have found themselves trapped here. There is no escape.”

      When the platform appeared, he climbed onto it and motioned. He disappeared, leaving her watching as he rose away from the cell, leaving her trapped here once more.
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      No one came to visit the next day.

      Carth abandoned her fast and risked a few nibbles of the bread. It was stale and crunched between her fingers, but after having nothing to eat for as long as she had, she found her mouth watering. She sipped at the wine, curious whether it would be poisoned, and was pleasantly surprised to learn that it was not.

      She leaned against the back wall of the cavern, thinking, trying to determine what it would take to get herself to freedom. If she had access to enhancements, that might be enough to help her survive a jump from this height, but even that might fail her. It wasn’t the height that intimidated her. Rather, it was the jagged rocks and the churn to the water that warned her of the current below. She had attempted to use her magic on the rock once more, but it had failed the same as it had the first time. There was no escape.

      Carth had little doubt that the tribunal would find her guilty. How could they not, after she had been observed striding through the edge of the city, glowing with the power of her magic? Her friends might believe her—and she counted on them to believe her—but it would be difficult for anyone else to believe that she had not destroyed the section of the city. She knew how it looked and knew how strict and regimented the constables in Keyall were. And yet, had she not used her magic, the entire city of Keyall would have burned.

      She had to respect the Collector for forcing her to make that decision. How could he have known how she would react?

      He must have been watching her for a long time. Could he have known about her exploits in Asador? From his comments, it was possible that he did. Could he have known about what she had done prior to coming to Asador? Would he have known what she had faced when she was still in Nyaesh? But then, he must have known. He was familiar with the fact that she had trained with the A’ras.

      Time moved past slowly. She lost track of the hours, focusing on the light coming through the mouth of the cave, knowing that on the day following this, the tribunal would appear. Who sat on the tribunal? How many people would be judging her? She imagined others like the constable and suspected that they would judge her just as harshly. She prepared herself to attack, knowing that she might need to so that she could escape and find her friends. If she did nothing, they would be subject to the same judgment as her, and she worried that the tribunal would be equally harsh with them as they would be with her, possibly out of irritation with her.

      Carth made her way to the entrance of the cave and watched the sunset. It was a beautiful sky, and as the sun fell toward the horizon, Carth had a sense of foreboding. It was strange for her to feel so helpless when it came to her fate. She was used to being in control, used to being the one that others feared.

      When a shadow passed in front of the cave, Carth knew the tribunal had arrived.

      She debated what the appropriate response would be. Should she appear remorseful, or should she be deferential? Or should she be neither and stand before them, holding herself with the confidence that would be expected of her?

      When the first figure stepped off the platform, Carth frowned.

      The Collector. What would he be doing here now?

      “The tribunal will be here soon…”

      He flashed a smile at her, and she wondered at the reason until she realized that others followed him, including Talia. Her fears that Talia worked on behalf of the Collector were proven accurate with her presence.

      “What is this?” She directed the question at the Collector, but the constable, who stepped off the platform last, was the one who answered.

      “This is the tribunal. You were informed that they would be coming today and that you would have an opportunity to make your case.”

      Carth frowned. “This is the tribunal?” If the Collector were involved in the tribunal, he was already more integrated with them than she realized. She had expected him to have manipulated things so that he would force her to make whatever decisions he intended for her but had not anticipated having him be a part of the tribunal.

      Was this his way of ensuring that she did exactly what he wanted?

      A tall woman stepped forward. She had straight brown hair and a severe forehead with a sharp nose. Her skin was deeply tanned, much like many of those she had met in Keyall. “You are Carthenne Rel?”

      Carth looked at the others standing before her. In addition to the Collector and the woman, there was a third man. He was pudgy and had deep-set eyes and slicked-back black hair. He was dressed in a rich chocolate jacket with significant embroidery along the sleeves and a few colorful flourishes sewn into the lapel. He would be some sort of nobility.

      What of the woman? She didn’t strike Carth as nobility. She had a hard edge to her and her posture spoke of authority. If not nobility, then… Her gaze drifted to the constable. She would be with the constabulary.

      And then there was the Collector. He was dressed all in black today, and the cut of his wool jacket screamed of cost. Carth had traveled enough to recognize quality of craftsmanship when she saw it. A short sword was sheathed at his side. His eyes studied her, as if he expected her to attack.

      If she attacked, he would get what he wanted and she would prove that she should not be in Keyall. If she suffered through the farce that was bound to be the tribunal, he would also get what he wanted.

      There was no good option for her. That was exactly what he wanted.

      She had to marvel at the gamesmanship. He had truly placed her into a situation where any decision she made would be difficult—and lead to an outcome where her friends would suffer. Without knowing where to find them, she could do nothing to help. She hated feeling that way, hated the helplessness and the fact that there seemed to be nothing that she could do.

      “I am Carthenne Rel.”

      “You stand before the tribunal in Keyall accused of a grievous crime. What have you to say for yourself?”

      Carth glanced from face to face. “You know my name. I would like to know the names of my accusers.”

      The Collector smiled. “You face the tribunal, Carthenne Rel. You don’t get to make demands.”

      “It is only just that she know the names of her accusers,” the severe-looking woman said.

      The Collector kept his gaze on Carth, and he nodded once. There was the slightest edge of tension around his eyes. Had he hoped that he could keep Carth from knowing his name? She knew him only as the Collector, nothing else. Even the constable. She hadn’t learned his name, and she had spoken to him many times.

      “I am Natassa Ol’tohn,” the woman said, bowing her head. “I believe you have met Peter,” she said, nodding at the constable.

      The chubbier man stepped forward. “I am Lord Tundal Faslan.” Carth searched her memory for anything that would make that name memorable, but could come up with nothing.

      “And you?” She eyed the Collector with a neutral stare. Let him think that he had not gotten to her.

      “I am nothing but a simple merchant.”

      Lord Faslan spluttered. “Simple? You have acquired more wealth than most in Keyall ever managed to acquire, and you have done it in a matter of years.”

      “Less now than a month ago.” He eyed Carth as he said it. Would he admit to what he had done to acquire his wealth? Did the others even know? She doubted that they did. To them, he was a merchant, not a man whose tactics were to be feared. To them, he was not a Tsatsun master playing a game with them. That was something reserved only for Carth, and she watched him, waiting for some reaction, but there was none.

      “Would you prefer to be called Simple or Merchant?” Carth asked.

      He glared at her for a moment. She was pleased that she had gotten him. She hadn’t been certain whether it was possible.

      “You may call him Alistan Rhain,” Natassa said.

      “Yes. I am well aware of what I may call him,” Carth said, glaring at Rhain. She wanted time alone with him so that she would get the answers she wanted. That was all she needed.

      “You are here because you have been accused of destroying the city. You are accused of ignoring the laws of Keyall and the rightful imprisonment of lawbreakers. And you are accused of corrupting our citizens.”

      “And how exactly have I been corrupting your citizens?” Carth asked.

      “You have been observed attempting to influence them, working with those who seek to overthrow the lawful government.”

      Carth frowned. Could they mean the smugglers? She didn’t have much experience with them, other than when they had camped outside of the city, but didn’t think that they intended to overthrow the government of Keyall. They feared for what the Collector wanted from them, and they had worked with Rhain… hadn’t they?

      “What do you have to say in your defense?” the Collector asked.

      Carth considered him for a moment. What did he intend for her to say? He had something in mind, though what that was wasn’t clear. She tried thinking of how the pieces would move around on the game board, but without knowing the nature of the pieces and what motivated them, she struggled to know what the Collector intended.

      “I have explained myself to your constable already. I was defending the city, not attempting to destroy it. There was another who thought to create an explosion, and I was doing what I could to control it.”

      Natassa studied her for a moment. “If this is true, this would weigh heavily in your favor. Do you have any way of proving this?”

      She couldn’t prove that it was the Collector, and he knew that. She couldn’t even prove that it was Talia, though even if she could, Carth wasn’t certain that she would want to implicate her. The woman needed her help—whether she knew it or not.

      “Unfortunately, I am unable to confirm who was involved.” She looked at Talia, and the other woman held her gaze for a moment before looking down. If nothing else, Carth was determined to prove that she would help Talia and that she would not betray her. She would need to know that Carth meant to help.

      The corners of the Collector’s mouth turned in a hint of a smile. Was she playing in to his plans? Even if she was, did it matter? She didn’t want to implicate Talia, because if she did, Talia would be the one facing the tribunal. Carth didn’t know enough about the woman to know whether she deserved that, but if she truly was coerced into assisting the Collector, Talia needed her help. Carth might not be able to help Linsay, but maybe she could help Talia.

      “And then there is the blatant disregard for the laws of Keyall,” Natassa went on.

      “By that, I presume you mean your holding one of my companions in the stocks as a way of teaching her a lesson? This would be a woman who has suffered much abuse, and so placing her into confinement such as you did would of course elicit such a reaction.”

      “Yet you did nothing to try to follow the lawful processes,” Natassa said.

      “Didn’t I? I spoke to Peter, but he seemed unconcerned about my objection to the punishment.”

      Peter studied her. Carth had thought that he worked for the Collector, but she was no longer certain. It could be that the Collector exerted his influence on the tribunal and that he had not taken control of the constables.

      “You thought it necessary to attack my men in order to rescue her?”

      “I thought it necessary to end her torment. If it required attacking your men to do so…” She shrugged. What other response could there be? “And your accusation of corruption is little more than a fallacy. I imagine it came from Alistan Rhain.”

      Natassa glanced at him before turning her attention back to Carth. “He is a valued member of our society.”

      Carth shook her head. “What is your punishment?”

      “You have nothing to say for yourself?” the Collector asked.

      Carth glanced at the others and knew that anything she might say would be useless. Worse, anything she might say would provide the Collector with more information about her. If she did manage to escape—and she was no longer certain that was a given—she had to ensure that he not learn even more about her. The fact that he had infiltrated her network—that Linsay had managed to get so close to her that she had discovered information that could be used against Carth—would force Carth to reevaluate her entire organization.

      “I have said all that I intend to say. And I think that the tribunal has already made up their mind prior to coming here.”

      “I had thought you might want to say more on your friends’ behalf,” the Collector said.

      “My friends’ behalf?”

      He nodded solemnly. “They are your co-conspirators. They have been silent, unwilling to speak against you, I suspect out of fear. We have offered our reassurances that they would be protected within Keyall, but the threat of the great Carthenne Rel”—with this, he did smile—“has been enough to buy their silence. One of them in particular still owes a debt to Keyall, and there is only one way such a debt can be repaid.”

      Carth didn’t like the way that this conversation was heading. What would they do to Jenna? That was who he referred to, and her friend had suffered enough that she didn’t deserve to suffer anything more, especially at the hands of the Collector and for his own personal vendetta against Carth.

      “What penance have you required?”

      The Collector smiled and opened his mouth as if to speak but Natassa cut him off. “That is enough. We do not need to torment her with what will take place. The tribunal will meet and discuss, and we will return with our decision.”

      One by one, they stepped back onto the platform, with Peter the last to leave. Carth tried meeting the Collector’s eyes, but he made a point of looking away from her. Did he fear to meet her eyes or was it all part of the game he was playing with her?

      It was Talia who looked at her the longest. Her gaze lingered until she disappeared, the platform rising back out of view, leaving Carth staring out at the sky, wondering what fate would befall her friends.
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      Carth rested with her back against the rock. She couldn’t sleep, not well, and not with the thoughts that plagued her. Every effort that she had made at using her magic on the stone had failed. If she could have escaped, she would have done so and gone and found one of the tribunal members to force them to tell her where to find her friends. There was no way to get free.

      She heard a gentle creaking and started into a greater alertness.

      The sound reminded her of the creaking of her ship on the waves, a sound that had once been reassuring. The suddenness of it, and the strangeness to it, jolted her into full alertness.

      She crept forward, drawing on the shadows for concealment. Was someone coming for her? Could the tribunal have made their decision?

      If they had, she wasn’t certain what it meant for them to be coming at this point in the night.

      Carth didn’t have to wait long. The platform appeared, a smear of shadow against the night. She waited for whoever might step off it, expecting Peter or perhaps Natassa, and less likely, the Collector.

      It was Talia.

      “Why are you here?” Carth asked.

      “You didn’t betray me when you could have,” Talia said.

      “What would the purpose of me betraying you have been?” Carth asked.

      “Purpose? You could have said anything to have gotten yourself free. Instead, you did not. You seemed like you protected me.”

      “That’s what I do. That’s the foolishness that you thought to comment on. That foolishness has kept many people safe. That’s why I offered my protection to you in the first place.”

      Talia shook her head. “I didn’t know.”

      Carth took a step toward her. “Did he send you here?”

      Talia’s eyes widened slightly. “No. He doesn’t know that I’ve come.”

      “I find that hard to believe. If he is what I believe him to be, he will have anticipated your coming, even if you didn’t tell him.” Carth couldn’t believe that Talia would not have shared with the Collector that she was coming. It was exactly the kind of thing the Collector would have done, trying to play Carth in such a way that she would believe Talia to have come of her own volition.

      “I only came because the tribunal has come to a decision,” Talia said.

      “And?”

      “And they have sentenced you to death.”

      “If that’s the case, why wouldn’t I make my escape now?” Carth asked.

      “Because they still have your friends. I overheard their plans for them. They think to punish them the same way. It is meant as a deterrent for outsiders, to prevent anyone from thinking to linger too long here.”

      “I thought Keyall wanted merchants’ money.”

      “The money, but not the headache that comes with having outsiders here. You don’t understand.”

      Carth laughed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t understand? I’ve lived my entire life as an outsider. Everywhere I go is someplace new to me, and everywhere I go, I must establish myself. Don’t presume to know what I have experienced,” Carth said.

      “I thought you would want to help them.”

      “I do want to help them.”

      “I can show you where they’re kept.”

      Carth eyed Talia suspiciously. “And why would you do that? What purpose do you have in helping me?”

      “You could have implicated me. I want to repay the favor.”

      Carth frowned as she considered Talia for a moment. “He doesn’t know that you were the one responsible for the explosions in the city, does he?”

      Carth had thought that the Collector had encouraged Talia to blow up that section of the city, but maybe he hadn’t. Could Talia have been working against him? Could she have been testing some way of escaping his reach? Or, maybe more likely, had she attempted to destroy the Collector’s connection to power?

      “He doesn’t know that I’m here,” Talia said.

      “Are you certain? From what I can tell, the Collector is aware of far more than I would have once given him credit for. It’s possible that he not only knows that you’re here, but he wanted you to be here.”

      “Why would he want me to be here?”

      “Because he offered you to me as a bargaining chip to get me to do what he wants.”

      Talia’s eyes narrowed slightly.

      “You didn’t realize that he had done that, did you?”

      Talia shook her head. “Why would he think that would work?”

      Carth breathed out heavily. “Because he has had someone spying on me for quite some time. She’s the reason I am even here in Keyall.”

      Talia gasped. “How could he have reached that far?”

      “The better question is how he planned that long. She’s been with me for the better part of a year, which means that he must have been planning to place her with me even longer.” That was what troubled Carth more than anything. The Collector was playing a long game, much longer than she had imagined possible. She had thought that her ability to force accords between the Hjan, the A’ras, and the Ih represented a long sort of game, but the Collector proved that she had been shortsighted.

      “You’re sure he’s been planning this for a long time?”

      “Now I’m sure,” Carth said. “I may not have been before, but it explains much to me.”

      “Which explains why he wasn’t surprised when I shared with him what I had learned about you. I’ve always known him to be well connected and to have knowledge that it seemed as if he shouldn’t have—he is the Collector, after all—but that seemed surprising. You had never been this far south.”

      “He made it sound as if rumor of me had spread from merchants making their way south,” Carth said.

      Talia shrugged. “Perhaps some did, but he knew more about you than what I would’ve expected from him.”

      Carth let out a heavy sigh. “You never told me why you blew up the section of the city.”

      “Because he has been gathering it, though I don’t know why. He wanted it empty. These were stores that once had been profitable and prominent within Keyall. After he bought them out, they became empty, shells of what they once had been. This was my home. Seeing him change it…”

      Could the Collector have known that he would drive Talia to such anger that she would retaliate?

      It seemed far too coincidental and almost impossible to believe that he would be able to exert so much control over her reaction, but wasn’t that one of the keys of Tsatsun? He would have learned about Talia, and he would have discovered in what ways she might respond so that he could force her to react in the way that he intended and not in any other way.

      Carth had played Tsatsun on a broader scale, forcing the Hjan to agree to the accords, but had never tried it on such an individual level. It was almost too much to consider attempting. Doing so required him to be able to navigate dozens—possibly hundreds—of people.

      Which was why she was certain he was a Tsatsun master. She didn’t doubt that he had manipulated her reaction. It simply impressed Carth that he was able to do so.

      A nagging doubt at the back of her mind troubled her. Could the Collector still be playing her? It was possible that he intended for Talia to come to Carth this way, and that her doing so would prompt her to react in a way that he wanted, but…

      Thinking through it left her mind busied. It had been a long time since she had felt that way about strategy, since before she’d attempted to learn Tsatsun.

      She needed to sit in front of a board, if only to organize her thoughts.

      “You came here to help me escape?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “He doesn’t know.”

      That was one thing she questioned, but that was also the thing that might matter the least. If the Collector knew that Talia was here and knew that she would help rescue Carth, it didn’t change the fact that Carth had a choice. She had seen the way the rest of the tribunal had reacted. They would convict her, so she didn’t struggle to believe that the tribunal would sentence her to death, even though that seemed extreme. What else would they do with her, though? They feared her enough to trap her in a cell like this, a place where not only could she not escape, but her magic was ineffective. If they were that scared of her, she wasn’t surprised that they would be motivated by fear to end her.

      “What’s your price?” Carth asked.

      “Price?”

      “For helping me. What are you going to require in return?”

      Talia shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “You’re just going to help me escape? That’s it?”

      Talia nodded.

      “And when the Collector learned that you helped, if he does not know already?”

      “Then it will have been a choice that I made,” Talia said. “I will face the consequences.”

      That was more than most were willing to do, Carth knew.

      With a sigh, she nodded to Talia, motioning her forward and to the platform. Carth followed and stepped out of the cave and into the darkness of night. She breathed in the cool salt air and felt a momentary flutter of nerves at agreeing to risk herself—and also her friends—without having all of the information necessary.

      “I will pledge my protection,” she said to Talia as a woman began pulling on the rope, raising the platform.

      Talia glanced back at her. “I’m not sure that even you can offer that.”

      Carth frowned, knowing that Talia might be right, but that didn’t change the fact that she would help. “I’ve faced others who were believed to be unstoppable, and I’ve managed to defeat them.” Defeat might be too strong of a word. She had stopped Danis, but she hadn’t defeated him. He remained a threat, if neutralized.

      “I will help you get your friends, and then you should leave Keyall behind.”

      She looked over at Talia, holding her gaze. Could she do that? If she left, what would happen to her? Maybe nothing. It was possible that the Collector didn’t know that Talia had helped Carth, but the more likely answer was that he already knew—if he hadn’t manipulated it so that she helped.

      “You could come with me,” Carth said.

      Talia shook her head. “If only I could.”

      “And why can’t you?”

      “Because I’m not the only one he has forced to work with him.”

      As Carth looked at her, she knew that she couldn’t abandon Talia—or anyone else who might need her help—not if the Collector truly had forced them to serve. She wouldn’t have abandoned anyone to Danis and the rest of the Hjan, and she couldn’t very well leave Talia and the rest of Keyall under the thumb of the Collector.

      Which meant that she would somehow have to stop him.

      Even coming to that realization didn’t make her feel good. She couldn’t be certain that she was making it of her own accord. What if the Collector had somehow coerced her into such a choice?
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      Talia stopped the platform at the entrance to another cavern. Darkness poured inside, but Carth could detect movement within. Was this another cell, much like hers had been a cell? Was this what the Collector had done to her friends?

      “Here?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “The others are here.”

      “All of them?”

      “All of them. There are few enough of these sorts of cells. It’s uncommon for them to be used, and when they are, typically the prisoners are kept together. You were the first in many years to have been imprisoned alone.”

      Carth didn’t know whether she should be pleased at the compliment or offended.

      She stepped off the platform before Talia had stopped its ascent completely. She hurried into the cave, detecting the sense of Jenna and Alayna. There was a third sense here, but it was faint.

      Had something happened to Boiyn?

      When she approached, Jenna lunged out of the darkness and collided with her, tackling her to the ground. A knee crashed into her ribs and Jenna pushed her down, readying to slam her fist into Carth’s face.

      “Jenna—”

      Jenna’s attack eased before stopping. “Carth? How is it that you’re here?”

      “Talia helped rescue—”

      Jenna leapt to her feet and sprinted toward Talia, pinning her to the wall.

      “Jenna,” Carth said, trying to calm her friend. “She helped me.”

      Jenna glanced over at Carth, her eyes carrying a hint of the wildness they had had after her capture and imprisonment. “She’s the reason we’re here, Carth. She’s with him. The Collector.”

      Carth nodded. “I know.”

      “You know?”

      Carth nodded again. “I know that she’s with the Collector. What I don’t know is whether she’s helping me because she wants to help or because it’s what he wants her to do.”

      Talia frowned. “I had told you—”

      “You told me that you were helping because I didn’t reveal what you had done. That doesn’t tell me whether or not it’s what the Collector wants done.”

      “I’m not helping him with this.”

      “Not that you know.”

      “Where’s Alayna?”

      Jenna gradually released her hold on Talia and nodded toward the back of the cave. “She’s watching over Boiyn.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Jenna shook her head. “I don’t know. He’s gotten worse the longer we’re here, but we don’t know why.”

      Carth thought she knew why. Before their capture, Boiyn had sustained a severe burn when the ship had been destroyed. Could he have been more injured than she had realized?

      She hurried to the back of the cave and found Alayna, who looked up and blinked, taking a moment before she spoke. “Carth?” she whispered.

      Carth took her hand, squeezing it gently. “I’m here.”

      “How? I mean… How? They told us that your magic wouldn’t work here, and after what you had experienced before, we weren’t sure whether to believe them, but days passed and you never came for us.”

      “I’m here now.”

      She looked down at Boiyn. He didn’t move. He breathed slowly, far more slowly than what Carth thought that he should, and heat radiated from his forehead. Boiyn had pale skin, and she had never seen him sweat, likely something related to his albinism, though she wasn’t certain whether that was true.

      “We’re going to get you out of here, Boiyn.”

      It seemed as if his breathing quickened, but not much.

      “Where can we take him? Everything that he would’ve had to help us would have been destroyed on the ship,” Alayna said.

      Carth scooped Boiyn up. He was light, and the heat coming off him troubled her. She’d felt others with such fevers, and she knew she didn’t have the healing knowledge necessary to help him. The only one who might have that knowledge was the man lying injured and dying in her arms.

      As she made her way toward the mouth of the cave, she glanced over at Alayna. “I don’t know where we’ll take him. We’ll find an herbalist and see if they can offer us any assistance.”

      “You would trust someone in the city?” Alayna asked.

      “What choice do we have?”

      As they reached the platform, Alayna looked around. “What of Linsay? They didn’t imprison her with us, so we hope that either she was with you or she had gotten away.”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, suppressing the surge of frustration. “Neither.”

      Jenna frowned. “What?”

      Carth shook her head. “The answer is neither. Linsay is working with the Collector.”

      “She wouldn’t do that, not to us. I know she was getting frustrated with what we were doing, but…”

      Carth sighed. “It was all an act. She’s been working with the Collector, feeding him information. I don’t know how long she’s been doing it, but probably from the very beginning. That’s how he knew so much about me, and how he knew the way that I would react.”

      “Are you sure?” Alayna asked. “Linsay has helped us. She’s been with us.”

      Carth nodded. “I didn’t want to believe it either. I think the Collector counted on that, and counted on the fact that I would be swayed by her story, and that she would be able to influence me.” And she had. If nothing else, it had revealed a weakness to Carth, though it was a weakness that Carth had known she had. She didn’t need the Collector to demonstrate that she had a weakness in helping those who were otherwise helpless. It had gotten her in trouble more times than she wanted to admit. But now it seemed as if her weakness had potentially put others she cared about in danger. That weakness would need to be turned into a strength, though Carth wasn’t certain that she knew how.

      “I’m sure.”

      They started up the platform, heading into the dark night. Carth helped with the ropes, pulling on her connection to the shadows to strengthen her so that she could bring them to the surface more quickly. Once there, they had to find a way to get Boiyn help, and then she had to figure out what she was going to do about the Collector.

      “Do you know what he wants? Is it really an Elder Stone?” Alayna asked.

      Talia tipped her head to the side, listening. What did she know about what the Collector was after?

      “He came to me when I was trapped,” Carth said. She pulled on the rope, heaving with shadow-enhanced strength. “He wanted me to find something for him. That’s the reason that he convinced Linsay to guide us here. He intended for me to be the one to help him, somehow.”

      “Why? What is it that he thinks that you can help him get?” Alayna asked. “Is it this Elder Stone?”

      “He didn’t tell me,” Carth said. “There is something of power that he is convinced will help him defeat the Hjan.”

      “If he has been getting information from Linsay, he would know that you forged the accords,” Alayna said.

      Carth nodded. “He would know, but he would also know that I might be the only one who has ever defeated the Hjan, at least enough to influence their behavior.”

      “And there’s something here that would allow him to have that kind of power?” Alayna asked.

      Carth looked at the stone as it moved past. She pulled on the rope, her hands feeling fatigued from doing so, knowing that there was a sort of power here, one that she was all too aware of. That power resisted her connection to her own power, and it was enough to prevent her from using either shadow or flames to force her way to freedom.

      “We have learned time and again that there are many types of power in the world,” Carth said. “Some are magical, and some are a natural sort of power.” She looked down at Boiyn, thinking of his enhancements. They would have been valuable during her captivity, as much as she disliked the idea of being reliant upon them. “I wouldn’t be surprised that there is something here that he feels might be helpful in gaining more power. The problem is I’m not certain that someone like him should be in command of that much power.”

      “Then don’t find it for him,” Talia said. She spoke softly, and the faint moonlight that drifted down reflected off her skin, making it seem to glow. “Just leave it alone. I don’t know if it is an Elder Stone, or if they could even be real, but I do know that he can’t be trusted with that much power. Maybe no one could.”

      “Carth could,” Jenna said. The wildness had left her eyes, but the hollowness, the edge that remained from the elixir she had taken to calm her, had not. Carth had to help bring her back from that, regardless of what else she had done. Her friend deserved that. She deserved happiness. She had been through too much otherwise.

      “Maybe,” Talia said. “But if you find it”—she stared at Carth, her expression hard—“he will take it from you. He is the smartest man I have ever met. He is cold. Calculating. It’s how he managed to rise to such power in Keyall in such a short period of time. Don’t claim it, I beg of you.”

      “I have no intention of finding it, even if such a thing were to exist.”

      “No? You aren’t even tempted to know whether an Elder Stone could exist?” Alayna asked.

      Carth breathed out a heavy sigh. There was temptation, but she knew enough about herself—and what she had been through—to know that power corrupted. It was why she avoided utilizing enhancements. If she were given even more power than she already possessed, she didn’t know what she might do with it. Would she become corrupted? Would she begin to think that she had the right to rule and the right to decide on behalf of others? Already there were times when she thought that she might be overstepping, but she did so with a desire to help. If she kept that desire at the forefront of her mind, she knew that she would make mistakes, but she would be making them for the right reason. If nothing else, she was comfortable with that.

      “I need to ensure that the Collector doesn’t hurt anyone.”

      Alayna shook her head. “That’s not why you should stop him.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because he will disrupt the accords, and you’re the only one who should be allowed to do that.”

      Carth smiled. “Eventually. There will come a time when I will have to stop the threat of the Hjan.”

      The others didn’t understand the threat nearly as well as Carth. They hadn’t known the Hjan the way that Carth did, and hadn’t encountered them as often—or as dangerously—as Carth had. But they believed her. They had seen others hurt by the Hjan, and they knew that they could not be allowed to continue growing more powerful.

      “How do you intend to stop him?” Alayna whispered.

      They reached the top of the cliff. The mechanism that comprised the platform was impressive. An entire building of gears worked to help lower the platform down the side of the cliff. A man lay motionless near the door, and Carth glanced over at Talia. Maybe the woman was telling her the truth and she had come here without the blessing of the Collector. How long would it take for the Collector to realize that Talia was the one who had freed Carth and her friends?

      “I’m not sure that I can stop him,” Carth said.

      “Then we should go,” Jenna said.

      Carth glanced at her friend, surprised by the reaction. She had never known Jenna to run from a fight. If anything, Jenna had always been the one needing to be reined in, always too impulsive. And now, if she had changed that much, it bothered Carth that her friend would be like that.

      “I think… I think I need to find what he’s after,” Carth said.

      Talia’s eyes widened. “Carthenne—”

      Carth looked at her, meeting the woman’s dark eyes. “Tell him that. Tell him that I will find the Elder Stone. And tell him that when I do, I expect that it will give me the power to stop him.”
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      Carth leaned over the table in the tavern, staring at the piece of paper that she had marked out, turning it into a Tsatsun board. The tavern was on the edge of the city, far enough away from the constables that she doubted that she would draw their attention. She hoped that she could maintain their anonymity here, in a place other travelers moved through.

      Trade had returned to Keyall. Not so much as there once had been, but more than had come through here in some time. Dozens of ships were out in the harbor, each from the north, and their merchants and sailors began to add to the color of the city once more.

      She surveyed the tavern. There were a handful of other merchants, each dressed in clothes from one of the northern cities, unique enough that Carth could pick them out from a distance. Because of that, she could blend in. And she wondered if perhaps she could return to the north on one of the ships, were it necessary.

      A mug of ale sat on the table in front of her, untouched. The plate of food had been picked at, but she hadn’t given it the attention it needed either.

      Carth sighed and studied the makeshift Tsatsun board again. As she did, she asked herself the question that had driven her to create the board in the first place: what would the Collector do?

      In order to determine that, she arranged her makeshift pieces around the board, creating the Collector’s position and placing Carth in the position of weakness. It was the only way that she could think to determine how he was playing her, and even in that, she wasn’t certain whether she had accounted for everything that he knew and was planning.

      When arranged like this, it was easier for her to see how he had managed to force her into this predicament. It was easier for her to understand why she struggled to outmaneuver him. He had her blocked at each attempt. His stones included the tribunal and the constables, while Carth had only her small collection of stones—and one of them had actually turned out to be one of the Collector’s pieces.

      It was a losing hand.

      Alayna pulled the chair opposite Carth out and took a seat. “Boiyn recovers,” she said.

      Carth nodded. She wouldn’t have started this game had Boiyn not already been on the mend. They had found a healer, someone they could buy off with coins she’d stolen from one of the wealthier merchants, slipping her hand in and out of his pocket before he even noticed. It was a technique she had learned as a child that had never faded, and she felt no remorse at taking what she needed.

      “Did she say how long she thought it would take for him to fully recover?”

      Alayna shook her head. “Only that he needs rest. It might be several days until he’s back on his feet. Even then, she wasn’t sure. She’s not had any experience with someone quite like him.”

      The comment elicited a laugh, and Carth shook her head. “Few have ever met anyone quite like Boiyn.”

      “When he recovers enough, he might be able to mix an elixir that will help himself.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Carth moved a piece around on the board, still not satisfied with the way the game board was laid out. She moved her own piece, sliding it so that she confronted the Collector, and found that when she did, she was flanked in multiple directions. What she considered the Stone—the Elder Stone—was still unobtainable, at least without the Collector realizing what she did or the way that she went after it.

      For what she wanted to accomplish to work, she would need for the Collector not to know what she was doing.

      There didn’t seem to be any way for him not to know what she was doing.

      “Have you figured out how you’re going to beat him?” Alayna asked. She looked at the pieces and lifted the one that indicated the Collector. “I presume that this is you and our side?”

      Carth laughed and leaned back in her chair, reaching for the mug of ale. It was warm and more bitter than she liked, but it was all that she had. “You would presume wrong,” Carth said.

      Alayna’s eyes widened. “This isn’t our side?”

      Carth started pointing to the pieces. She plucked the one that Alayna had in her hand away from her and set it back on the board. “This would be the Collector.” She pointed to another piece. “This is the head constable, Natassa. This is her underlying, Peter, the man we first encountered. And this is Alistan Rhain. All of them make up the tribunal, which places us in a difficult situation. Then there are these,” she said, motioning to a ring of pieces that were more distant than the others. Each of them would make movement difficult.

      “What are those?”

      “Those are people like Talia, people that he has influenced to react in his specific way. Those are people who he counts on to ensure his safety.”

      Alayna stared at the board. Carth had worked with her on playing Tsatsun, but she didn’t have much of a mind for it, though she hadn’t thought Linsay had much of a mind for it either, and that had proven not to be the case.

      “Do you see some way for us to succeed?” she asked.

      Carth smiled. “I’m not sure that succeeding is what we can even count on. I want to simply keep us alive.”

      “We can’t win?”

      Carth stared at the board, moving the pieces in her mind, trying to come up with the various strategies that might work. Anything she came up with led to their defeat within a few moves. There was nothing that she could imagine that would bring them victory.

      “I don’t see a way to win. We need to find a way to survive.”

      “Only survive?”

      Carth couldn’t take her eyes off the game board. It felt as if she were playing as a beginner, the same way that she had felt when she had first learned to play Tsatsun, and how easily she was beaten. In that time, she had placed herself into her opponent’s mindset and used that to help her come up with what her next plan needed to be. Only this time, she wasn’t certain that would be helpful. She could put herself into the Collector’s mind, but that only worked when she had seen the other’s strategy. That only worked if she knew the other’s strategy.

      “I can’t believe Linsay was playing us like that for that long,” Alayna said. “Jenna still isn’t sure whether to believe it.”

      “I wish it weren’t true,” Carth said. “I wish that she hadn’t been responsible for what happened to us, but I can’t ignore all the evidence I saw that tells me she is to blame.”

      Alayna picked up one of the pieces on the periphery—a piece that Carth had used to signify those who worked with the Collector but didn’t necessarily have as much power in the game. “What if you’re wrong?” She looked up at Carth and met her gaze. “What if Linsay hasn’t been working for the Collector? You will have betrayed and abandoned her.”

      Carth pulled the pieces off the board, holding only those that signified herself, the Collector, and Linsay. “Where did Linsay train?”

      Alayna frowned. “I was there with you when we pulled her from Obal.”

      Carth picked up another piece and set it on the board. “This is Obal. This is when we found Linsay and thought she needed our help.”

      “You’re saying she didn’t need our help?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know whether she did or not. It’s possible that she did need help from us, though, unfortunately, it’s just as possible that she fabricated the difficulty she was in.”

      “She would have been killed, Carth,” Alayna said.

      Carth stared at the board. If what she suspected were true, and what Linsay had done had been a real betrayal, it would have required a great sacrifice in order to pull Carth in. The Collector would have known that Carth wouldn’t have fallen for something small. He would have known that it would take a significant gesture to prove to Carth that Linsay needed her help. From there, he would have preyed upon the fact that Carth wanted to believe that Linsay needed her help.

      “Maybe,” Carth said. “Or maybe she would have been fine, rescued by the Collector if we hadn’t intervened.” She slid the piece representing the Collector closer to the board. “He admitted that he studied in Asador, Thyr, and Obal.”

      “He studied in Thyr?”

      “He did. Which makes me wonder what connection he actually has to the Hjan. Maybe it’s none, but maybe there is a connection and he’s not simply pretending. Regardless, we have Obal. We have Linsay. We have the Collector.”

      “That’s not enough, Carth. It’s not enough to abandon our friend, someone who has fought with us and someone who has helped us.”

      “He knows too much about us, Alayna. He knows my tendencies when it comes to Tsatsun. He knows the way that I feel inspired to help those who are helpless. He knew exactly how to counter everything that I might do. But it’s more than that. It’s that Linsay was the one who wanted us to come to Keyall.”

      Carth set another piece on the board, this one representing Keyall. She moved the pieces around and had to admit to herself that the evidence against Linsay was circumstantial, but it felt right. There were the small conversations that they had shared, each one in hindsight designed to pull more from Carth, so that the Collector would more easily be able to defeat her. Knowing one’s opponent made them an easier person to play in Tsatsun, much like it was easier to counter an opponent that she knew when fighting.

      “I hate this,” Alayna whispered.

      Carth swept the pieces off the makeshift game board and took another drink of her ale. “You’re not alone. I hate this, too.”

      “What do we do? How do you win when your position is as weak as ours is?”

      It was a difficult question, and one without a clear answer. Carth had played Tsatsun many times and had allowed herself to be positioned where she could be defeated, needing to understand the position of weakness, but it was different playing a game compared to facing someone in real life who wanted nothing more than to destroy her and those around her—or use her in the way that the Collector intended to use her.

      What she needed was someone to challenge her so that she could get a better sense of what it would take to win.

      Short of sailing far from here and finding her old Tsatsun master, there was only one option.

      Carth stood and swept the pieces as well as the makeshift game board into her pocket.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to find someone to help me determine my strategy.”

      “Who?”

      “Boiyn.”
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      The room was small and had a medicinal stink to it. There was barely enough room for a bed and a chest at the end of it. A single candle flickered at the end of the bed. It rested on the chest and gave enough light for Carth to see Boiyn as he lay on the bed, breathing deeply.

      He opened his eyes as she stood there, and rolled his head toward her. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      She nodded. “I couldn’t leave you behind.”

      He shook his head and winced when he did. Did his head hurt, or was it pain from the burns that still troubled him? “No. I never expected you to leave anyone behind. But thank you for helping get me healed.”

      “As I said, I couldn’t leave you behind.”

      “Are we going to make a run for it?”

      She shook her head. “No. The Collector intends for me to recover the Elder Stone.”

      “He told you this? He confirmed that he was searching for an Elder Stone?”

      “He confirmed that he is searching for an item of power where he needs my assistance. Whatever it is, he can’t reach it without me.”

      “You could simply choose not to acquire this,” Boiyn said.

      “You sound like Talia.”

      He frowned.

      “She’s the woman who we chased through the city.”

      Boiyn nodded slowly. “The reason that I’m here,” he said, nodding to his injured arm. “The one who thought to explode half the city.”

      “If what she tells me is true, she did it because she wanted to weaken the Collector.”

      “And you don’t know whether you can believe her.”

      Carth took a seat at the end of the bed and looked over at Boiyn. In the candlelight, his pale skin gleamed. On anyone else, she would have suspected it to be sweat, but as far as she knew, Boiyn did not sweat. “I don’t know whether I can trust her. It’s one thing to believe her; it’s another to trust that what she’s telling me is true.”

      “Because she serves the Collector.”

      Carth nodded. “I need your help, Boiyn.”

      “You know that I will mix anything for you. You will need to restock my supplies, but I will gladly create any enhancement that you think would be beneficial in your success with this task.”

      “It’s not a concoction that will help me be successful with this task.”

      Boiyn shifted on the bed, wincing again. “Maybe that’s for the best. I don’t know how long it will be before I am up to the task of mixing enhancements again. My arm…”

      “Will heal. You will recover completely, which is a relief.”

      Boiyn smiled. “Only a relief? That’s all that you would say about it?”

      Carth shrugged. “The Collector will have known what you mean to me. Linsay will have shared with him the nature of your enhancements.” When he frowned, Carth explained Linsay’s involvement.

      “This is all too much for me to take in,” Boiyn said.

      “Which is why I need your help.”

      “I don’t know what I can do to help you, Carthenne. Anything that I could do has sunk with the ship.”

      She looked at him, holding his gaze. “It’s not what you can mix that will help me. It might not even be what you know that will help.”

      “Then what?”

      “It’s more about your mind.”

      “I thought you said it wasn’t about what I know.”

      “Not yet, but it’s what you will learn. I need your analytical mind.”

      As she pulled out her makeshift Tsatsun board and the stones that had been the pieces, Boiyn shook his head. “Not this way, Carth. I don’t think that I’m the right person for this task. Even if I could help you—”

      Carth tipped her head to the side. “You don’t think that you can help? All I’m asking is for you to provide an opinion based on movements of a game.”

      Boiyn licked his lips. “You don’t understand what you’re asking.”

      “I’m asking for your help,” she said. She held his gaze, not looking away from the strangeness of the red ringing his eyes or the pale, hairless flesh of his face. Boiyn took a deep breath, glancing at the piece of paper, and then he nodded.

      “I will try, Carthenne. For you, I will try.”

      [image: ]

* * *

      Boiyn leaned over the paper, staring at the stones. Carth could practically see his mind working through the challenge, puzzling through the various movements. She had been methodical in teaching him how to play, giving him a foundation of movements that he could build upon, but knew that it would not take long for him to create new solutions to problems that she had not considered before. That was what she counted on. That was the mind that she needed. If she could get him to the point where he could challenge her, he would be able to force her to think in a way that she had not before. If she failed, then all of this would have been for naught and she might have to do what the Collector wanted of her.

      “The limitation on how these pieces move is what is challenging,” Boiyn said.

      Carth studied the board. In a dozen moves, possibly less, she would have Boiyn trapped and would win this round. He had played decently, but there was still quite a ways for him to go before he could pose much of a challenge to her. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to use him to help challenge herself.

      “The limitation is what makes it real. Not all pieces will react the same, much like not all people—or opponents—will react the same.”

      “How do you think this correlates to fighting?” Boiyn pushed one of his smaller pieces—the one that was meant to indicate the Alyr, though he wouldn’t know that, as Carth had not taken the time to teach him the names of each piece. If he continued to play when they had a formal game board, that would be the time to teach him.

      The move was a reasonable one and forced Carth into a decision. That was the key with Tsatsun. Each move required at least one decision, although some moves required multiple decisions. That triggered a cascade, each decision having an impact on another, and Carth had enough experience to play out almost all possibilities based on a single move.

      Why was it so difficult for her with the Collector?

      “Think of it this way,” Carth said, lifting the pieces and rearranging the board. “You know of the accords.”

      Boiyn nodded. “Many know of the accords. It’s because of what you did that there is a sustainable peace where there had been none.”

      Carth shifted the pieces around, setting them around the board. “This side of the board represents the Hjan. All are powerful pieces, and all of these can move in many different ways, much like the Hjan and their ability to flicker.” With their flickering, the Hjan could travel in the blink of an eye, moving from one place to another. Carth could detect that movement, noticing it as a wave of nausea that struck her when it occurred. “This side of the board would represent the A’ras. They are skilled, with the sword as well as with their connection to the flame, but alone they cannot counter the Hjan. If the board consisted of only them, they would be in danger.”

      “And what of them,” Boiyn asked, pointing to the far corner of the board. “Is that your Reshian fighters?”

      Carth nodded. The Reshian were the remainder of people with the ability to reach the shadows. Almost all of them were shadow blessed, not able to manipulate the shadows quite the way that Carth could. “With the Reshian and the A’ras, the Hjan suddenly have limitations with their movements. The accords hold, though not completely.”

      “Which is why the C’than are involved.”

      “As involved as they can be. The C’than prefer not to become too involved in anything. They prefer to watch from the sideline, which was why they were fine with me invoking them as a part of the accords.” The C’than would sit back and watch while the rest of the world fell apart, using it as a way to study and understand.

      Much like the Collector.

      No. That line of thinking didn’t make sense. The Collector might seek power, but he sought it so that he could attack another power. It was a dangerous gambit on his part, and one that would be unlikely to be effective. The C’than wouldn’t get directly involved in that way, so regardless of how it might appear, they were not tied together.

      “With all of these here, the Hjan are neutralized. But now, you introduce another element,” Carth said, sliding another stone onto the board. “If this is the Collector, and if he’s after power for the sake of power, what happens if he tries to attack the A’ras or the Reshian? What if he doesn’t quite have enough strength to hold back the Hjan?”

      “Then the accords will fail,” Boiyn said.

      She swept the pieces off the table and arranged a new game. As they started again, she noticed Boiyn taking time to think through each move, pausing longer and longer. She took that as a good sign, knowing that if he were to engage his mind fully on playing Tsatsun, he would be a skilled player. She needed that man. She needed the potential for the skilled player. She needed his mind.

      They fell into a rhythmic sort of pattern, with Boiyn moving and Carth countering. She reacted quickly, knowing the possible moves he might make before he would make them and already preparing for the strongest all the way down to the weakest move that he could make. More and more often, Boiyn began making a stronger move.

      Until he surprised her.

      She had to pull her mind out of essentially a slumber, engaging herself in playing.

      “I feel as if I am near the Stone,” he said.

      “You have been listening,” she said.

      “I’ve listened as well as I can. I don’t know that I present you with that much of a challenge, but…” He shrugged. “It is surprising.”

      “What is surprising?”

      “That I find myself enjoying this game. That is surprising.”

      “Think of it as a game. It’s one of strategy, but it’s one that helps you understand how others think. I could play you as my original Tsatsun master and the game would be entirely different than how I play you as myself. I could play you as my parents, or some of my first A’ras instructors, or…” She smiled. Maybe she was going too far, and she doubted that he wanted to hear all that from her. “Anyway, playing Tsatsun gives you the ability to know what your opponent, or anyone else you might be interested in understanding, might do.”

      It had helped her understand her parents better when she played as them. It had helped her understand her instructors better and know what they needed from her and the way that she could best serve. Understanding her opponent through Tsatsun had allowed her to find a way to halt the destruction of the Hjan.

      “That’s why you want me to play. You want me to understand you?”

      Carth shrugged. “I would have no problem if you understood me better,” she said. “But this is more about what I need than what you need.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m hoping that you can master the game enough that you can attempt to play as me. That would allow me to play as the Collector.”

      “Didn’t you tell us that you used to play against yourself?”

      “When I was learning, that was how I first came to Tsatsun. I would play each side, but there is something about playing that way that is limiting.”

      “And that is?”

      “I’m restricted to the extent of my creativity. In order to figure out what the Collector might do, I need to get into his head and play as him, but I need you to be able to play as me.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “If you can’t, then I have one other possibility to understanding him, but it’s one that I dislike.”

      He frowned at her and once more, Carth could see his mind working. “You would use Linsay, wouldn’t you?”

      Carth sighed and looked away. “Not if I don’t have to,” she said. But it might come to that. She knew that it might come to that, and there was nothing that she could do to avoid it. Stopping the Collector would require everything that she could think of, and maybe she did need to see what Linsay might know.

      And if she did, wouldn’t she be able to better understand the Collector? If he had trained Linsay at Tsatsun, and if Carth could somehow encourage Linsay to play his style rather than a neutered form of it, it was possible that she could get to know him better. Maybe she could understand his tendencies and could use that to know how to counter him. She didn’t know how much time they had remaining, but she didn’t think that she could waste much.

      “I don’t know that you have much of a choice,” Boiyn said. “I know that you would protect her, even after everything that she’s done to you, but this might be the one time where you can’t do that.”

      Carth smiled at him. “Did you come up with that by playing Tsatsun?”

      Boiyn wrinkled his nose as he frowned. “No. I came up with that because I know you, Carthenne.”

      Carth sat back, playing the game again, trying to come up with another solution, but none came to her. She hated that it would come to this and that she would be forced to involve Linsay in this way, but perhaps that was only fitting.
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      Carth moved carefully along the charred remains of the street. Buildings were blackened from soot and char, the remnants of her flame magic that had burned through here. She was impressed that more of the buildings had not burned, but most were a combination of wood and stone, and the stone didn’t burn. It only crumbled.

      Alayna prowled alongside Carth, moving silently, her head swiveling as she searched the streets as if fearful that they might come across the constables and be thrown back into the elevated cells. So far, they had not seen any sign of the constables since they had escaped the prison. Carth didn’t know whether she should be troubled by that fact or not. Something told her that she should be more bothered by it than she was, but she had enough to worry about.

      “I can’t believe you did all this,” Alayna said. Her voice was hushed, but even that seemed to carry.

      Carth was tempted to wrap the shadows around them, but doing so would obscure Alayna’s ability to see clearly, and she needed her friend—and her ability—to help her know where they might find Linsay. Carth wasn’t certain that they would. It was possible that the Collector had sent Linsay out of the city, thinking to protect her from retaliation, but there had been no word of movement along the docks, nothing that would make it seem as if she had been sent away.

      “I only added to what had happened here. This wasn’t only my magic,” Carth said. She probably could have destroyed a building, maybe two, but more than that would have been beyond her capacity.

      “Do we know why she was willing to destroy this part of the city?”

      Carth shook her head. “The building where I’d found her was empty. There should be no reason for her to have wanted to destroy this. There was nothing here.”

      Though Carth remembered Talia telling her that this had once been a more prominent section of the city. There had been a time when this had been shops, and that was what bothered Talia more than anything. She hated the fact that the Collector had changed the city, buying out shops and using them for… what?

      There had to be a reason that the Collector wanted those shops, even if she didn’t know what it was. Could there be a connection between the shops and what he was searching for?

      Carth frowned, looking at the area around her with a renewed interest. If he had wanted to use these shops as some way of concealing his activity, it would make more sense that Talia had destroyed them—unless she had destroyed them only to draw Carth in. Carth still wasn’t convinced that the Collector hadn’t intended for Talia to do exactly as she had.

      But was that right? She kept crediting him with knowledge that might not be accurate. Every player playing Tsatsun had setbacks. Even a skilled player had limitations to their game. When Carth played Tsatsun, she inevitably lost pieces. Could this have been a piece that the Collector had not anticipated losing?

      “Carth?”

      Carth shook away the thoughts. “Yes?”

      “You’re just standing there. I thought that maybe there was something I overlooked, but you have this strange expression on your face that tells me you’re lost in thought.”

      Carth smiled. “My expression tells you that I’m lost in thought?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been around you enough to recognize the way that you get when you’re trying to think through things. I don’t have to be a master Tsatsun player to know that about you.”

      Carth chuckled. “No, I suppose you don’t.” She looked around, surveying the street. “I’m trying to determine whether he knew that Talia would destroy this part of the city.”

      “And did you come up with anything?”

      “He didn’t,” a voice behind her said.

      Carth spun, unsheathing her sword as she did, and found Talia standing near a confluence of shadows. She barely reacted when Carth flashed her sword toward her.

      “He didn’t know. And he doesn’t know that I’m the one who freed you from the cells. He’s blaming another.”

      Carth frowned. “Who?” Even as she spoke, she thought that she knew. Were she in the Collector’s position, she would blame the person tasked with getting close to her. He would blame Linsay, thinking that she had gotten too close to Carth and that she had come back to rescue Carth, to free her and her friends before the tribunal could make a decision about their death.

      Talia shrugged. “I don’t know, but I suspect it’s this other that you would like to protect.”

      Carth sighed. “If it’s this other, she’s the reason that we were brought here in the first place.”

      Talia studied her, and Carth could almost see the question that she longed to ask, the one that begged the question about why Carth wasn’t willing to go and help Linsay. She said nothing about it. “He blames you for this part of the city being destroyed.”

      Interesting. If the Collector believed that Carth had done it—and not Talia—then perhaps he thought that she already knew what was here.

      That would explain his forthrightness with her.

      “What did he want here?”

      Talia shrugged. “I don’t know. He asked me to wander through here periodically and report if anyone else came through, but there was never anyone before you came. Why would there be? These buildings were all empty and there’s no value to them. No value to anything here, especially as it’s entirely emptied.”

      “There has to be some value, otherwise the Collector wouldn’t have asked you to come through here,” Carth said.

      Talia nodded. “I thought the same, but I’ve never been able to find anything.”

      “But you’re from Keyall.”

      Talia frowned. “I am.”

      “Are there any stories—rumors—of anything about this part of the city?”

      Talia glanced around, her eyes falling, and she took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “This was the oldest section of the city. It has been here for hundreds of years. Long enough that even the earliest settlers of the city left their remains here.” Talia pointed along the street. “The shops there used to be those earliest settlers’ homes. Over there was a temple, though whatever god they worshiped is long forgotten. And here was their access to the water.”

      Carth looked around, trying to envision the way Keyall would have looked long ago. “A temple?” she asked, opening her eyes. “And where was that again?”

      Talia guided her along the street. As she did, Carth kept her connection to the shadows wrapped around her and Alayna, now wanting to be more careful about their movements. If they were not, they ran the risk of the constables seeing her, and then she would be confronted with a different challenge.

      Talia stopped on an elevated section of the remains of the city. “Here. This was the temple, though it might have had a different name at that time. As I said, the earliest settlers would have worshiped a different god.”

      The stones that remained were heavily blackened, and Carth ran her fingers along them before realizing that they were not blackened by soot; they were made from a black stone.

      She frowned to herself and pressed her connection to the flame into the stone, curious whether it was a similar rock to what had formed her cell. The stone didn’t take on the heat, practically ignoring it. She combined the shadows and the flame, pushing it out through her palm, and sent a burst of that power into the rock. Nothing happened.

      “What are you doing?” Alayna asked.

      Carth glanced from Alayna to Talia. Talia had been watching her with a strange expression. Was she aware of what Carth had been doing? Did she have some talent to detect the magic that Carth was able to manipulate? She’d proven adept at ignoring the shadows Carth used.

      “My magic failed me when I was in the cell. I wasn’t able to use it to escape. The tribunal knew that I wouldn’t be able to. That was the reason they had chosen that location to trap me.”

      Alayna glanced at the stone. “And this is the same?”

      Carth shrugged. “I think so. I tried using a combination of my magic against it, and nothing happened. I think it’s the same as what makes up the entire cliff itself.”

      Talia nodded. “A few buildings are made of that stone, Carth.”

      “How?”

      “There are some deposits found, and always in sheets. The stone can be cleaved, but not easily broken.”

      Carth frowned and looked at the stone. She changed her approach, placing her hand on top of the wall. As she pressed her magic through it, the rock cracked with a sharp explosion and a section of it peeled away, falling off.

      “See? It can be cleaved, but otherwise it’s impervious. If you don’t have any way of reaching for the top of the cleavage plane, you won’t be able to damage it. None have found anything capable of so much as cracking it.”

      Carth found that interesting and tested it again, pressing her hand up to the top of the wall and sending a surge of magic through her hand, where it split the stone.

      “All I would’ve had to do was find a cleavage plane to escape the cell?”

      “It’s not quite that easy,” Talia said. “Those cells where they had you held did not have a natural cleavage plane. That’s why they’ve been so effective at holding prisoners over the years. There are other cells that aren’t quite as stoutly made. Those are not used for anyone suspected of having any power.”

      “Where are those cells located?”

      “Those are more traditional. The constabulary has a location outside of the city. It’s well-defended, practically a barracks.”

      Carth meandered around the remains of the temple. Would there be anything here that the Collector might have wanted? Could she find something here that he would have been after?

      There were the strange sheets of black stone that had made up the walls, but there was nothing else that she could identify as something that might have interested the Collector.

      “I don’t see anything here,” she said to Alayna.

      Alayna shook her head. “I don’t detect anything, either.”

      It wouldn’t be anything quite so simple as that, Carth knew, but she had to hope that perhaps she could come across what the Collector might have been after. There was nothing here, no sign of anything that would explain anything about the temple.

      She couldn’t remain here indefinitely. She had come hoping to see if she could discover something about Linsay, and she had, only it wasn’t quite what she had expected. Could the Collector have gotten angry with her? If so, Carth struggled to feel bad about it after what she believed Linsay to have done.

      “We should—”

      Carth didn’t get a chance to finish. There was movement at the end of the street and she looked up to see one of the constables making their way toward her. She doubted it was a coincidence that they had come while she was here or that the patrol had just happened to come this way.

      She glanced over at Talia. “Was this because of you?”

      Talia shook her head. “When will you believe that I’m not trying to work against you?”

      Carth shrugged. “Maybe I can’t. With everything that you’ve done so far, it’s possible that I won’t be able to move past it.”

      She turned away from the constables who were making their way toward her. She couldn’t linger for long, but she had to wonder whether she was overlooking something. Carth turned her attention back to the temple and scanned the remains, wondering if there might be something that would explain what the Collector might be after, but she saw nothing that made sense.

      “Carth?” Alayna asked.

      With a sigh, Carth turned away and started down the street. She wrapped shadows around her as she went, determined to sneak away before the constables reached her, though she knew they wouldn’t conceal her completely. The constables had some way of seeing beyond her shadows. If she could put distance between them…

      When they made it to a busier section of the city, she glanced over at Talia, who had stayed with her. “Well?” she asked.

      “Well, what?”

      “Show me where the Collector might have been keeping Linsay.”
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      The edge of the city was dark and Carth crept slowly, not holding on to a connection to the shadows, not wanting to draw attention to herself. If the Collector knew that she was here, if he had some way of detecting her use of the shadows, she wanted to be careful that she didn’t reveal their presence, not while she searched for where he might be keeping Linsay.

      If this was some secret compound of the Collector, she needed to be especially careful. She wasn’t certain whether it was his compound and only had Talia’s word for it, but there was security around it that made her think that it might be. She noticed a pair of guards attempting to blend into the background on the other side of the wall.

      “Is this it?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “I don’t think you should be trying to sneak in by yourself,” she said.

      “If you come with me, you will have revealed your deception to him. If another comes with me—and we’re caught—they are in danger. This way, it’s only me who is placed in danger. Besides, I can move quietly and in ways that others cannot match.”

      Carth studied the squat building on the other side. There were lights flickering in windows, but they were dim. Occasionally, a figure moved in front of one of the windows before disappearing. Carth watched, keeping track of how many distinct forms she saw, and noted only a few different ones. There would be more—there always were—but maybe she would be lucky and not need to fight her way through the building. Besides, she needed to get in and out quietly and make it seem as if Linsay had gone of her own accord. If she could create that appearance, it would cast doubt in the Collector’s mind, making him wonder whether Linsay had truly betrayed him or not.

      “I will stay,” Talia said.

      Carth had debated whether she should allow Talia to remain, not knowing whether she could trust the woman, but decided that she probably had need of a spotter. She wasn’t sure whether Talia could be trusted—and suspected that she could not—but she was too far along now to change her mind about whether she would allow the woman to remain with her when she ventured into the Collector’s building.

      “You don’t think he will be here?” Carth asked. She had asked the question before and doubted that the answer would have changed, but she felt a need to repeat the question. He had managed to anticipate everything that she might do all too well, and she worried that he would do the same now. If he did, and if he captured her, what would he require from her?

      “He won’t be here. This isn’t the place that he likes to stay.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded to Talia. “Watch the front door.”

      “You plan on coming out the front door?”

      “It won’t be me coming out the front door.”

      Carth hurried around to the back side of the building. It was difficult to reach, but she had scouted ahead and found a narrow alley that she could squeeze along, and she managed to make her way to the back wall. With a surge of shadows, she leaped to the top and kicked over, landing just inside the grounds.

      She approached slowly as she made her way toward the building, not wanting to make any sound. She risked using the barest hint of the shadows, just enough to mute her footsteps, but nothing more than that. Anything more than the lightest of touches would reveal her presence.

      She saw no other guards and counted herself lucky.

      At the door, she paused. She could go in through this entrance, but was that the right strategy? Using this door risked revealing herself much sooner than she intended, and there was the possibility that she would be seen. The plan revolved around her intent of sneaking Linsay out of the building without anyone realizing what she did. She needed it to seem as if Linsay had chosen to leave, so that the Collector would believe that Linsay had betrayed him.

      The door didn’t make sense, then, and there might be an easier way to know where she needed to go. Each person she worked with had a certain heat signature that she could use with the S’al.

      Could that work?

      Where was she?

      She would need to act quickly once she did it. It was possible that she would reveal herself by using her connection to the flame. Could the Collector determine where she was based on her magic?

      She sent a flowing pulse of S’al magic—the flame—into the building.

      Distantly, toward the center of the building, she detected a familiar heat signature. That had to be Linsay.

      At least she knew that she was not mistaken in her belief.

      Carth reached for the window and found it locked. She focused on the lock and sent a trickle of shadows into it, triggering it. She couldn’t have done the same with her connection to the S’al. Carth pulled the window open and climbed inside.

      It was a sitting room of sorts. A pair of chairs sat angles toward the door, a table between them. A stack of books occupied the top of the table. In the corner, Carth noticed a square board. A Tsatsun board.

      Since hers had been destroyed, if she had time, she would return and grab the board, but only if she succeeded. She could blame that on Linsay as well.

      There was no one else in the room. She reached the door and pulled it open a crack. As she looked down the hallway, searching for any movement, she felt the sense of Linsay moving.

      Could she somehow draw Linsay to her?

      How? And if she did, would Linsay be enhanced? That was a factor that Carth hadn’t fully considered. She would still have had all of the enhancements that Boiyn had made for her, and if she used one, it would make it much more difficult for Carth to accomplish what she had come here to do.

      She pulsed on the connection to the flame again.

      When she did, Carth used only the faintest of touches, as light a connection as she could, and focused it on where she detected Linsay. If she could somehow make her question, maybe she could pull Linsay toward her.

      Carth waited, focused on what she could detect, trying to determine whether the woman moved after she had sent her connection to the flame.

      There was nothing.

      She tried again, this time using a little more power, enough that she should draw Linsay to her.

      She didn’t detect anything.

      Carth would have to move and see whether she could find Linsay. She could use her connection to her magics to determine whether the others in the building were nearby and possibly avoid them. If she couldn’t avoid them, she wasn’t above fighting them, if it came to that.

      Carth crept along the hall, once again pushing the faintest of connections to the shadows through her feet, muting the sound of her movement. She was lucky and there were no others in the hall with her. She reached another room and hesitated. This was not quite where she would find Linsay, but if she continued through this room and on to the one beyond this one, she would reach her.

      Carth breathed out, letting a hint of her connection to the flame flow through the door and into the other room. There was, indeed, someone in the room.

      She could use her shadows to try to sneak through or she could simply attempt to fight her way through, but neither option appealed to her.

      Was there another way that she could use her magic?

      She had used the shadows to restrain people before, but could she use them to incapacitate in a different way?

      She would need to know exactly where the person in the room would be found.

      Carth focused on where she detected them and how she could best incapacitate whoever might be on the other side of the door.

      She didn’t need to kill—and preferably, she wouldn’t.

      The connection to S’al let her know where the person was, and she tried to gauge where their head would be. When she had it, she swirled the shadows through the door and attempted to wrap them around the person on the other side.

      The attack would be—and should be—invisible.

      She held the connection, counting quietly to herself, until she heard a soft thud that indicated the person on the other side of the door had collapsed.

      Carth grinned. That would be a useful tool to add to her fighting routine.

      She cracked the door open, carefully making her way inside. A man lay motionless on the ground. She checked him for a pulse, ensuring that he wasn’t dead.

      Before leaving, she frowned at him. She needed it to look like Linsay had overpowered him. Would there be a way that she could do that? She looked around. The room was sparsely decorated, mostly a table and chairs and some food stacked on a plate.

      There didn’t seem to be anything that she could leave as a weapon—other than the tray.

      Carth pulled the tray free and pressed it against the back of the man’s head, deforming it enough to make it appear as if she had used it to knock him out. It might not survive more than a cursory examination, but it would have to do.

      She paused at another door. It was locked. She could detect Linsay on the other side and knew that this was where she had wanted to come. Carth pressed a trickle of shadows through the lock, forcing it open. She hurried inside.

      On the other side of the door, Linsay sat with her back to her, a thick carpet spread across the floor. Three plush chairs were stationed on the rug, and a table rested in the middle of it. A hearth crackled with a comfortable flame, creating a warmth within the room.

      “You don’t need to check on me…”

      Linsay glanced back, looking over her shoulders and seeing Carth for the first time. She opened her mouth to shout and Carth shoved a streamer of shadows into her mouth, muting her. Linsay’s eyes widened and Carth hurried over to her, grabbing her arms and lifting her.

      “If you scream, I will silence you. Do you understand?” Linsay bobbed her head. “Do you question whether I am capable of this?” Linsay shook her head. Carth nodded. “Good. We are going to have a talk.” She relaxed her connection to the shadows, but only a slight amount, enough that Linsay could speak, but her voice would be muffled. “How many are here?” Carth asked.

      Linsay flicked her gaze past Carth, as if looking toward the door, where the other guard had been. Carth nodded. “Yes, I’m aware of that one. How many others?”

      “Maybe five,” Linsay said. “There might be more, depending on the time of day. They’re holding me here, Carth. He thinks that I—”

      Carth shoved the shadows back into Linsay’s mouth, silencing her again. “I no longer care what he thinks that you’re doing. What matters is what you did.”

      Linsay shook her head. “Carth, you don’t understand. I didn’t do what you’re accusing me of doing.”

      She started to cry, and when the tears streamed from her eyes, Carth had a moment where she questioned. It passed quickly. She had seen far too much to believe that was coincidental. Carth checked Linsay for any of Boiyn’s enhancements, but they were missing.

      “They took them from me,” she said. “He knows about the enhancements, and he knows that you don’t like to use them. I don’t know how he learned that.”

      “Because you told him,” Carth said.

      “No, I didn’t. I don’t know what I’ll have to do to convince you, or if there’s anything that I can do to convince you, but I didn’t do this thing. I haven’t been helping the Collector. He found me after I came to the cell and forced me back here.”

      Carth pushed her toward the door. “You wouldn’t have been able to reach the cell if you didn’t have his permission. You might as well admit it. I know that you’ve been working with him.”

      Carth detected movement nearby.

      She sent out a pulsing connection to the shadows and strained beyond the wall, detecting where the others were.

      Two approached.

      The moment they noticed the other man, Carth would be forced to act.

      She pushed against the shadows, circling them toward the men she detected a room away, and wrapped the shadows tightly around them. She counted, waiting as long as she needed until they collapsed. It took about the same amount of time as the man on the other side of the wall had taken.

      “What did you do?” Linsay asked.

      “The same as I’ll do to you if you don’t get moving,” she said.

      Linsay started forward, but each step seemed as if she dragged her foot, intentionally delaying, forcing Carth to shove her forward. Carth let out a frustrated sigh as she pushed Linsay toward the door. “This doesn’t have to be this difficult,” she said.

      “It does because you’re not listening,” Linsay said. “I thought you were some amazing Tsatsun player. If you were as skilled as you want the rest of us to believe, you would know that there is no way that I could have done what you’re accusing me of.”

      It was almost enough to convince Carth, which worried her for what would happen when she brought Linsay back to join the others. How would they react to hearing their friend accuse Carth of not listening? Would they think that Linsay was telling the truth?

      It was a risk that she would have to take.

      When they reached the two fallen men, Carth paused. She searched Linsay and found a pair of knives and slammed each of their hilts into the men’s temples. She dropped the knives next to them and pushed them forward. Linsay frowned for a moment before realization started dawning on her about what Carth intended.

      “You can’t do this. Carth—you have it wrong. Even the great Carthenne Rel can make mistakes, and this is a mistake.”

      Carth stared at Linsay. “I wish it was. I wish that I could believe that you didn’t betray me. I wish that I could believe that you could be trusted, the way that I once trusted you. I wish that I could believe that you won’t betray us again, but I simply cannot. I can’t risk what you might do to the others.”

      Linsay stared at her and licked her lips. “What are you going to do to me?”

      Carth only smiled. “We’re going to play Tsatsun.”
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      Music from the tavern drifted up to the room, and Carth was thankful for the distraction. It was strange having Linsay, Alayna, and Boiyn all together in the room again. Jenna watched outside the door, providing cover. Her holding watch served a secondary purpose. Jenna would be more likely to be influenced by what Linsay had to say. Alayna might be influenced, but she also had enough experience with Carth to know that she should give Carth the benefit of the doubt.

      “Alayna, why don’t you wait with Jenna? Keep an eye on the door and let me know if anyone is approaching.”

      Alayna stared at her for a moment. She didn’t say anything before nodding. She glanced at Linsay and the other woman gave her a beseeching glance.

      When Alayna left, Linsay glared at Carth. “Are you so afraid of your authority that you won’t even give me a chance to speak on my behalf to them?”

      “I don’t need to give you a chance to speak on your behalf. You have already proven yourself.”

      Linsay shook her head. “If I had proven myself, you wouldn’t be doing this to me.” She turned to Boiyn. “You know me, Boiyn. You know me as well as anyone here. Do you really think that I’m capable of what she claims?”

      Boiyn glanced from Carth to Linsay before his gaze drifted to the Tsatsun board that Carth had pilfered from the Collector. “I admit that it was difficult for me to believe you capable of this.” Linsay flashed a tight smile. “But then Carth taught me Tsatsun. I can see what she’s laying out before me. There is a certain strategy in what she describes.”

      Linsay considered Boiyn for a long moment, her hands clenching in her lap. Was Boiyn aware of how she tensed? “You have begun to play Tsatsun?” Linsay asked.

      Boiyn nodded. “Carthenne thought that it would be best if I begin to understand this game. I’ll admit that I was reluctant, but I see the appeal in playing a game of strategy. It is interesting to get within another person’s mind like this.”

      Linsay sat silently and stared at the Tsatsun board. “You know that I’m not much of a player,” she said to Carth.

      “You’ve tried to show me that you’re not much of a player, but I wonder how much of that is true. I wonder whether you’re a more skilled player than you’ve let on.”

      Linsay laughed bitterly. “If you’re as skilled as you claim, you’ll know that I’m not. I might not be nearly as good at Tsatsun as you, but I do recognize how difficult it would be to fake.”

      “Perhaps for an unskilled player, but I’ve begun to see that you would have learned from a very skilled player. One who rivaled the master who instructed me. Someone like that would be more than capable of teaching you what you need to know to fake your way through a game of Tsatsun to make it appear as if you were unable to be the player you claim.”

      “I’m worried about you, Carth. Something has happened to you. You’ve become obsessed with this belief that there is some great conspiracy, and that only through your playing of Tsatsun can you understand all parts of the conspiracy.” She looked over at Boiyn and there was sadness in her eyes. “Boiyn, you need to help her. If she won’t believe me, I know that she will listen to you. Please. Help her see reason.”

      “I don’t know that I can,” Boiyn said. “I don’t know that I want to.”

      Linsay blinked at him, sadness filling her eyes. “You won’t help me? After everything we’ve been through, and all that we’ve done together, you’re unwilling to help me?”

      “I…” Boiyn started.

      “Why? Why won’t you do that?”

      Boiyn glanced at Carth before shaking his head. “I would have to believe you first, and I’m sorry, I just… don’t. Everything that Carthenne has shown me has been right.”

      “Even Carthenne can be wrong,” she said bitterly to Boiyn. “And she is wrong with this. I wish that you would see it, and that you would understand, and I am so very disappointed that you aren’t willing to help me. I thought we were closer than this.”

      “Enough,” Carth said. “You’ve proven that you can be quite convincing. Now we’re going to play Tsatsun.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, I will bring you to the Collector and will make sure that he knows that you’ve been helping me.”

      Linsay’s eyes widened slightly. “You wouldn’t do that. You rescued me from him. Why would you subject me to him again?”

      “I rescued you so that I could get answers. If you’re unwilling to provide those answers, then I will return you to the Collector. Don’t think that I would hesitate to do that.”

      Boiyn watched, and Carth wondered what was going on inside his mind when she mentioned bringing Linsay back to the Collector. Would it ultimately place her at odds with the others that she wanted to help? Would her persistence at this be too much?

      But if she didn’t, if she refused to push through this and was afraid of how it would be perceived, Linsay would win.

      “You don’t want to play a game of Tsatsun?” Carth asked. “You were always the one who asked me to play. Now you’re suddenly no longer interested?”

      Linsay stared at her. “It’s one thing when it’s a game, and when I thought it was helping you, but this is something else. I thought I knew you, Carth. I thought I knew what kind of person you were. But it seems that I didn’t know you. I don’t think anybody here knows you.” Her voice started to rise and she looked past Carth, her gaze hanging on the door.

      Carth glanced over her shoulder and realized that Alayna had cracked the door open.

      “We all thought that you wanted nothing more than to help us, and to help those who couldn’t help themselves. But that’s not it. You have something else that you needed.” Linsay leaned forward, staring at Carth. “This has been a game for you. But this is our lives. And now you’re blaming me? Now you’re accusing me of working with the Collector? I could almost understand. Almost. But you’re trying to divide us, and you don’t even want to give me the chance to speak up for myself. If you’ve taught me anything, it’s that I should have a voice.”

      Linsay was yelling at the end, and Carth did nothing, simply letting her yell. If this was all an act—and she remained convinced that it was—she needed to let it play out. She had to let Linsay think that she had swayed the others.

      When she looked over at Alayna standing in the doorway, she wondered if perhaps Linsay hadn’t swayed them.

      “I’m only asking you to play a game with me,” Carth said quietly.

      Linsay turned and glared at her. “If you love this game so much, why don’t you play it with Boiyn? It seems that even he has decided to work against me.” Linsay crossed her arms over her chest and clenched her jaw.

      Carth glanced at the door. “Please close the door, Alayna.”

      Alayna studied Carth for a moment and then nodded.

      When the door closed, Linsay laughed bitterly. “You still want to control everyone. I wonder when you will see that you’ve pushed us all for independence and that we can’t be controlled.”

      Carth considered her for a long moment. She was impressed by the act. The more Linsay spoke, the more certain Carth was that it was an act. But the others would not be. That was the entire purpose. “You really are quite skilled,” Carth said.

      Linsay frowned. “Skilled? If I were skilled, you wouldn’t discard me like this. It’s because I’m not a fighter like the others that you’re disposing of me.”

      “Do you think I value only fighters?” Carth asked.

      “Think? I’ve seen what you value, Carthenne. You fight so that you can reveal your strength and force others to do what you want. Yes, I think you value fighting.”

      Carth glanced over at Boiyn. “And what of you? Do you think I value fighting over anything else?”

      Boiyn considered Carth for a moment before answering. “You understand the need for fighters, but my sense of you is that you value a person, not what skill they bring to you. It has always intrigued me about you, Carthenne. You have much power, and you could very easily use it differently than you do, but I have never seen you abuse it. That is what intrigues me.”

      “And what do you think of what Linsay has been saying?”

      “She is quite compelling with her insistence. I’ll admit that I am conflicted.”

      A slight smile crossed Linsay’s eyes: Her belief that she was victorious. If she could sway Boiyn, Linsay would believe that she could convince Alayna and Jenna much more easily. Boiyn had always been something of an outsider among their group. It was more than only his gender, though that separated him from the others. It was more than simply his skin tone. There was something aloof about Boiyn.

      “It’s good that you’re conflicted,” Carth said. Linsay flicked her gaze to her, and the smile in her eyes faded. “I’ve been conflicted by what I’ve experienced with her, too. I don’t know why—or how—she has managed to betray us for as long as she has. I don’t know why she would serve the Collector after everything that she has been through with us, and everything that she has seen. But that is her choice.” Carth turned to Linsay. “Much as it is my choice to believe that you continue to work on the Collector’s behalf.” When Linsay started to open her mouth, Carth raised her hand, silencing her. “I don’t need for you to argue with me about this. Your argument won’t be effective. I’ve already come to the conclusion that you do work for him.”

      “And now you want to convince the others. You’re going to pit me against them. You’re trying to hurt me.”

      Carth frowned. Her brow furrowed as she considered Linsay. “You haven’t served him nearly as well as you could have.”

      “What?”

      “If you think that I want to pit you against Alayna and Jenna and Boiyn, you never really understood me. After everything that we’ve been through together, I am most surprised by that.”

      And it might be the key to being able to defeat the Collector. If he thought that Carth prized winning more than she prized the people involved, then he wouldn’t know her.

      She had been trying to understand how the Collector had managed to place her in such a difficult situation, but the answer had been there the entire time. He was able to work around her because he did not care about the people—and in his mind, the pieces—that he used. Carth, on the other hand, did care about them. Almost to a fault. She didn’t value winning over the chance to help those she cared about. She would rather save one person than sacrifice many.

      “I would still offer my help to you,” Carth said.

      Linsay watched her and said nothing.

      “That’s who I am, and that’s what I’m about. I would rather help you become the person you need to be, especially if that gets you away from a man like the Collector, who I know would abuse you, than win. But make no mistake,” Carth said, leaning forward. “I will not allow him to acquire the Elder Stone, especially if he thinks to undo everything that I have done.” She held Linsay’s gaze until the other woman looked down. “That is something I suspect you do know about me.”

      When Linsay didn’t speak, Carth grabbed the Tsatsun board and began placing the pieces around the board. She pushed it in front of her, not caring that Linsay ignored her, and nodded to Boiyn.

      “You might find this easier to play than the makeshift board that we had before.”

      Boiyn studied the board. “There is so much detail to these pieces.”

      Carth chuckled, ignoring Linsay. “There is. Each piece is created for a particular purpose. There are those who have studied the game who speculate that the game board once represented something else.”

      “You’re a scholar now?” Boiyn asked.

      “Only a student of the game. In order for me to best understand it, I recognize that I needed to know the origins of the game and be able to understand why it was created, and if I could, then maybe I could understand other secrets behind it.”

      Boiyn laughed. “It is interesting that you have chosen this life for yourself. I think in another life, you would have made an excellent scholar. Perhaps you would have been an effective herbalist, as I understand your mother was.”

      “We are what life makes us,” Carth said. “And life has made me into something that I have needed to be.”

      Boiyn studied his hands. “And what do you think life has made me?”

      Carth smiled at him. “You are so much more than you have ever given yourself credit for. You are my friend, and your creations have helped so many more than you can imagine.”

      Boiyn’s eyes took on a distant expression. Carth knew that he struggled, and that he had always struggled, not with only himself but with his purpose in the world. He believed that he had a purpose, but it was often difficult, especially as people tried to use him, thinking that because he was an albino, he had some mystical property that had yet to be revealed.

      “That is the reason that I trust you,” Boiyn said. He looked up and glanced at Linsay before looking over at Carth. “That is why Alayna and Jenna will trust you. They know the truth of your heart. They know that you want only to help.” He turned his attention to Linsay. “You will not divide the others. I think that you know this, especially if you are the person I know you to be, but I thought the reminder would be good for you to hear.”

      He considered the board and moved one of the Rangers forward, pieces that made for a reasonable starting move.

      Carth countered, already seeing how he would play out the game and comfortable with the way that he would play. Linsay watched but didn’t say anything.

      Carth watched Linsay’s reaction almost as much as she watched the game board, curious as to how she would react to the playing of the game. Would she reveal herself as they played, or would she be able to keep her reactions in check?

      When Carth had moved her pieces in such a way that the game would be effectively settled, she noted Linsay’s attention begin to wane.

      “You’re not interested anymore?” Carth asked.

      Linsay glanced up at Carth. “I’ve never been quite as interested in Tsatsun as you.”

      “No? You’re turning away because of your lack of interest and not because the game is effectively over?”

      If she were able to determine that, then she would be even more skilled than Carth realized. There was still quite a bit of the game left to play, enough that it would be difficult for anyone without significant skill at Tsatsun to know that the game was done.

      “I’m turning away because I’m not interested in watching you play,” she said.

      Carth held her gaze a moment. “Maybe.”

      She turned back to Boiyn, who stared at the board. “It’s over?” he asked.

      Carth nodded. “I’m sorry. I would rather have you play out the round so that you can see how—and why. That’s the only way that you can learn from your mistakes.”

      Boiyn’s brow furrowed and he studied the board. “I think… I think that I see it. You would move here,” he said, placing one of her pieces to counter his. “And then I would have done this… or this.” With either move, there was a strong counter, and she was impressed that Boiyn was able to see it. “And then I would have tried this, but it wouldn’t have worked.” Boiyn sat back, staring at the board. “How long ago did you recognize that it was over?” he asked.

      Carth glanced at Linsay. Did she reveal the truth—and risk the Collector knowing—or did she lie?

      At this point, it might not matter. She would keep Linsay with her until she was certain that the Collector wouldn’t cause any more trouble—and until she knew that she had the item he was after.

      “About a dozen moves ago,” Carth said.

      “A dozen? That would leave the game with so many possibilities! How were you able to realize that the game was done?”

      Linsay was watching her. “Because I’ve been playing a long time.”

      “It’s more than that,” Boiyn said. “It has to be.”

      “It’s a matter of knowing the various moves and thinking several ahead.”

      “For what you must have done—and do—you would have to think more than a few moves ahead.”

      Carth nodded. “More than a few. It takes time to train your mind to think in that way, but I suspect you would be good at it, Boiyn. The game helps you understand another person and know how they think. That’s my interest in it.”

      “You think that playing me will help you know how the Collector thinks?” Linsay asked.

      Carth shrugged. “You would have been trained by him, so I believe very much that you would provide insight into how he would play.”

      “That’s why you brought me here. Not out of compassion or out of an interest in saving me, but because you believe that I will somehow help you stop the Collector.” She sneered at Carth. “And the others are just going along with it. They’re letting you use me.”

      Carth stared at her. “I will prove that you’re what I know you to be.”

      “And that is?”

      “A spy. You have been spying on me from the beginning. What I can’t understand is why you would have been willing to do that. I thought you cared for us. I thought you appreciated the work we were doing.”

      “You holding me here shows your hypocrisy.”

      Carth stood and let out a deep sigh. “Will you watch her?” she asked Boiyn.

      He nodded. “I will watch her. What do you intend to do?”

      Carth wished that she knew. Sitting with Linsay had left her troubled, and she didn’t know what she should do. What she needed was information, but that seemed even farther away than it had been before. Somehow she would need to find what the Collector intended to do with the Elder Stone—and that was if she could even prove that such a thing was real.

      Linsay had not believed that it was, but then again, Linsay might have been telling her that because she was working on behalf of the Collector. Normally, she would have gone to Linsay for more information about the Stones, but now that she couldn’t trust her—or what she might say—she didn’t know where to turn.

      Which was how the Collector wanted it. He wanted to push her into a situation where she didn’t know what she could do. He wanted to force her into making a mistake, which was all the more reason for her to be careful, though caution might lead to inaction, and that would be just as dangerous as acting impulsively.

      “I don’t know.”

      Boiyn watched her, and she noted the worry in his eyes.
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      Carth followed the trail of light as it led toward the temple. A series of lanterns had been lit, each set off to either side of the street, guiding her way. The air was humid and she moved as quickly as she could, wanting to keep the priests in sight.

      She trailed after them, listening to their chanting as they went, their call in a language she didn’t understand and a request of their god, the Elder, that they believed had granted them power and strength. And who was Carth to think that this Elder had not? She had seen the way that the people of Keyall resisted her magic, so there was something here, though whether it was something they were born to or something they were gifted, she didn’t know.

      Yet her experience with magic like that told her that it probably was something unique to this place. Didn’t she have a unique connection to magic that was something only people from her homeland experienced? Why would it be so different for the people of Keyall?

      The chanting stopped and Carth stopped near them, watching from a measured distance. She was near enough that she could see the way they were draped in the black robes that she had some experience with, and near enough that she could hear the chanting, though she could not make out anything within it.

      The priest stood near the remains of the temple and began reading, his voice intoning in a steady baritone, calling out a chant to his god.

      Carth looked at the faces of the others who had congregated here but could not make out much. She thought she recognized some of the people, though that might have been imagined more than real. With the hoods covering their faces, Carth couldn’t tell whether she recognized anyone.

      She scooted closer, wanting to watch the ceremony. As she did, she could see the priest better. He carried with him a jug, and after chanting for a while, he tipped the jug to his lips and drank deeply from it. The light from their lanterns reflected off the water in the jug, giving it a strange gleaming appearance.

      One by one, each of the worshipers made their way forward and were offered a drink. None drank quite as much as the priest, and when they were all done, the priest took the jug back and placed a cap on it.

      The chanting resumed and each worshiper turned to face the water. From there they bowed, continuing their chant.

      Carth had experienced many different religions, and this was much like others she had seen, the same sort of devotion that many thought the gods required. Carth didn’t have what she would consider a devout faith. She often wondered if that was a problem, if her lack of belief in something greater posed a challenge, but why should it? She traveled often enough that she was never in a place long enough to offend—that is, until now. She had managed to offend the people of Keyall, as if her mere presence were enough to anger them.

      Carth thought she’d watched long enough and turned away, heading back into the city.

      [image: ]

* * *

      She found Talia in a tavern along the road leading down to the docks. She sat at a table by herself, dressed in gray, her hair tied back, revealing her neck. She was lovely.

      She looked up when Carth took a seat. “You have your friend back. What do you need now?”

      Carth looked around the tavern. There were a dozen tables set up here, and most had a few people sitting at them. Most of the people were fishermen, though she noticed a trio of men who were likely merchants. They gamed in the far corner. Since she had attempted to chase off the Collector, trade had quickly returned.

      “What can you tell me about the Collector?”

      Talia turned her attention to her ale and sighed. “What is there to share? Since he came to Keyall, no one has been safe. He has gathered information, using it against others, forcing us to do as he wants.”

      “How much time have you spent with him?” If Linsay wouldn’t share what Carth needed, she would go to Talia and see what more she might be able to share.

      Talia sniffed. “With him? None.”

      Carth blinked. “None? You haven’t spent any time with him?”

      She shrugged. “He is very careful about who gets close to him. Very few have access to him, which is the way that he likes it. He prefers to give his orders through someone else.”

      Carth reached for Talia and brushed her cheek. “And what of the attack? He hit you.”

      Talia sniffed and turned her attention to her ale, focusing on it. “If only he had been the one to hit me. It would have made it better, I think. Instead, he used one of his men. He couldn’t even be bothered to strike me himself.”

      That reminded her too much of the Hjan. Carth had struggled to reach the man who had led them and had only managed to discover his identity by chance. Keeping the layer of anonymity would be a good way of making it even more difficult to bring him down.

      “But Rhain serves on the tribunal.”

      Talia nodded. “He’s not the Collector, though he works for him.”

      He wasn’t the Collector? He had been the man Carth had seen from the beginning, the man she had assumed was the Collector. If he wasn’t, then she had to think that he knew how to reach the Collector… unless there was another layer in there that she hadn’t yet determined.

      “That’s who I need to see,” she said.

      Talia snorted. “You don’t like things easy, do you, Carth?”

      “Why is that?”

      “He won’t be easy to reach. He’s not as difficult as the Collector, but he has a gated manor and employs dozens of guards. When you have as much wealth as he has, you draw attention, and then since he’s sat on the tribunal, he draws in another kind.”

      “Come with me,” Carth said.

      She took a drink of ale. “Where?”

      “To this man’s estate. Show me where to find him.”

      “You don’t understand, Carth. This isn’t the kind of person that you go chasing after. If you do this, you’re going to gain the attention of the constabulary and put yourself at risk of the tribunal again.”

      Carth shook her head. “I escaped from their prison. I’m not sure how much more notice I can give the tribunal.”

      “What happens if they catch you this time?” Talia asked. “If they see you, they’re not going to be looking to capture. If they see you this time, they’re going to be looking to kill.”

      Carth nodded. She was all too aware of the fact that they would hunt her. She suspected they were after her already.

      “Let me worry about that. You don’t have to come in with me. I just need you to show me where to find him.”

      Talia nodded slowly. “I’ll show you, but I’m not letting you do this by yourself.”

      Carth wanted to refuse Talia and turn her away, but she had seen the woman fight. She was incredibly skilled with her knives, and a skill like that gave Carth hope that perhaps she wouldn’t need to kill if they were attacked. Maybe they would be able to slow the merchant and his men long enough that Carth would be able to find out what she needed.

      “I would welcome your help.”

      As they prepared to leave, Carth debated whether or not she should talk with Jenna and Alayna, before deciding that they would be needed to keep an eye on Linsay. If the Collector came after Linsay, Carth would need to have somebody able to defend her and keep her from getting captured.
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      The merchant lived on a well-to-do street. There were other houses that were incredibly nice, but his was among the nicest, and Carth immediately identified it by the number of guards patrolling outside. Did he anticipate her attempting anything? Or was this simply his way of being prepared? It was the kind of preparation she expected from the Collector, so she was not entirely surprised to see him with a similar set of protections.

      His estate was not nearly as expansive as the one in which she had assumed the Collector had lived, and perhaps he did reside there, though when she and the others had broken in, it had been empty with no sign of him—or anything that seemed as if it belonged to him.

      Carth wrapped layer of shadows around her, using only enough to keep them concealed but not so much as to draw attention to their presence. Talia kept her back to the wall and scanned the streets.

      “You have quite a bit of experience sneaking around like this.” Carth watched her and the steady way that she surveyed everything around her. Talia was keeping a close eye, and Carth suspected she wouldn’t be easily surprised.

      “That’s what he’s paid me for,” Talia said. “He needed someone able to move quietly and get various tasks accomplished.”

      “What kind of tasks did he ask of you?”

      Talia shrugged. “You saw me in one of them. There are various items that he collects, wanting to gather them so that he can use them in whatever way he needs.”

      “Have you been able to determine what exactly he’s after? Is there a tendency to what he asks of you?”

      Talia frowned. “Not that I’ve been able to tell. He requests things of all different kinds, though different people have different assignments. The artifact that you intercepted me acquiring was just one such thing. There are others like it, most of the time from competing merchants, though not always.”

      “Always artifacts?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “At least for me. I don’t know what he’s asked of others, but with me, he requires that I gather him strange things that have come through the city. Most are odd, like that gold statue. There were probably a dozen other items in that shop that would have been as valuable or more, but that’s what he wanted.”

      Movement caught Carth’s attention and she pulled them along the street. “How long do you think it’ll be before he realizes that you’re not helping him?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t know. It might be that he already knows.”

      Since Talia had rescued them from the cell, Carth had suspected that. What would he do to Talia? Would he exact some sort of revenge, or would he not care? Carth doubted it was the latter, suspecting that the Collector would be the kind of person who would be angry that Talia had defied him, but still wasn’t certain whether all of this—including Talia and her assistance—was part of his overall plan.

      “I’m going to jump the fence,” Carth said. There was another set of guards down the street, and between them and the pair they had moved away from, Carth wasn’t certain whether they would be able to keep ahead of them. She feared that they had already drawn enough attention and it might not be possible to maneuver so that she didn’t draw any more. They needed to get into the building, and from there, she needed to find Rhain.

      Who was not the Collector.

      She still tried to work through how that made sense, and struggled with it. The Collector had led her to believe that this man was him, wanting to pit Carth against him—at least to create the question in Carth’s mind. And it had worked. She had believed him to be the Collector and was still surprised that he was not.

      “Can you take another with you?” Talia asked.

      “At least one.”

      “You didn’t bring the others with you,” Talia said.

      “I didn’t. I wasn’t certain what the Collector might intend with Linsay, and I didn’t want to risk him getting to her before we managed to find out what he might know,” she said, nodding to the manor house.

      Talia nodded and reached out to Carth, who took it and pulled on the shadows, using them to help her jump over the wall.

      She landed on the other side in a roll and came up looking around, scanning for signs of anyone else who might be watching. There was no sign of guards here, at least not where she and Talia had landed.

      Talia had a pair of knives gripped in her hand and her muscles were tensed, as if she were prepared to throw them at a moment’s notice.

      Carth smiled. Talia was incredibly capable. If she could sway her and convince her to work on her behalf, she was the kind of person who could be useful in Carth’s network. She was exactly the kind of person Carth had always searched for.

      “There should be more guards here,” Talia whispered.

      Carth crept forward slowly, eyes searching the grounds. “I would have expected the same, especially if what you’ve told me about him is true.”

      “It is true. Which is why I am uncomfortable with this,” she said.

      She didn’t know Talia as well as others she had worked with on jobs like this, but she suspected that Talia’s discomfort was not something to be taken lightly.

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

      “You’re asking me?”

      Carth shrugged. “This is your city. You know it better than I do.”

      Talia glanced around the grounds. “If he’s here, it may be that he’s fortified inside. I don’t know if he knows that you’re coming, but I would have expected him to have more patrols, especially knowing that you had broken out of the constable’s cells.”

      “Then we enter through a way that he would not expect.”

      Talia glanced at her, frowning. “What way is that?”

      Carth nodded to the roofline. The second-story windows didn’t have any light shining in them, and Carth detected no movement. She paused and used a pulse of the flame to detect how many people might be inside. As she did, she came up empty.

      That couldn’t be right. She didn’t believe that there was no one in the house, which meant that they had somehow concealed their presence from her. When this was all over, Carth would have to determine how they were able to do that and whether there was anything she could do to counter it so that it didn’t happen again.

      She guided Talia to the edge of the manor house and gathered the shadows before jumping.

      It was a controlled jump, enough that she used it to reach the rooftop, and she held on to it, crawling along until she reached the window, where she tossed Talia inside. Carth pushed off and rolled through the window, landing on a wood-plank floor.

      “What is it?” Talia asked, studying Carth.

      “I should have muffled your landing. I didn’t think about the fact that we would be so noisy.”

      Talia laughed softly. “Speak for yourself. I came in quietly.”

      Carth looked around the room, surprised that it appeared to be a library. Shelves covered the walls, and books were crammed into every inch of space. It wasn’t the sort of place that she would expect of a merchant.

      “He’s quite well read,” Carth said.

      “He imagines himself something of a scholar. I think that’s what drew the Collector to him.”

      “And he’s only been here for a short while?”

      “In Keyall? He’s been here a few years, long enough for him to acquire significant wealth.”

      That was on the long end of Carth’s activity. She had been sailing for a few years, building her network and consolidating strength for that time. Could she have drawn the attention of the Collector that long ago? She wasn’t certain. It was possible that she had, especially as she had not objected to causing conflict where she thought it necessary. She had pushed through, attacking when she felt the situation warranted it, in places such as Asador and Cort.

      “What did he first gain his trading wealth?” Carth asked.

      Talia glanced around. “He liked to traffic in silks and ceramics, thinking that he could generate excitement with exotic items.” She glanced over at Carth, smiling. “He tried to convince people that some of his wares came out of the west, though we haven’t had trade out of the west in many years and even when we did, it was uncommon and those ships would charge exorbitant amounts of money for their cargo.”

      “Much like what he was trying to make happen,” Carth said.

      Talia shrugged. “They were hoping to draw out the Collector, but I suspect he was on to their plan from the beginning.”

      “And maybe he was the reason they did it,” Carth said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      Carth shrugged. “I suspect the Collector doesn’t have many things happen that he has not planned for.”

      “Do you think he planned for you?” Talia asked.

      It was a good question, and it was one that Carth didn’t have a good answer to. Had the Collector planned for her? Could he have known that she would come here? If she believed that Linsay had been working for the Collector, she had to believe that he had guided Carth here.

      “Let’s move on,” Carth said, stepping out of the room.

      The room let out into a wide hallway. Another row of shelves stuffed with books lined the hallway. Carth scanned the shelves, marveling at the age that some of these books seem to be. “It’s more than fancying himself as a scholar,” Carth said. “What he has here is enough to make him the equivalent of any scholar.” Talia frowned and said nothing.

      What would Boiyn do with a library like this? With the knowledge that was accumulated here, she wondered whether there might be things that he might learn from the merchant about mixing his elixirs.

      Carth paused at the next door, listening. She sent a pulse of her flame magic through the room but detected no one. She was no longer certain whether she could rely on that and cracked the door open just enough that she could look inside. It was much like the room they had entered through. Shelves covered the walls, taking up the entirety of the room. Two chairs with a table between them were positioned in the middle. A tray rested on the table, and there were two glasses with a bottle of wine set on the tray.

      Someone had been here recently, though they might not be there now.

      They moved on, passing from room to room along the hall, and Carth found them all to be the same.

      “Are you sure that this is the merchant’s home?” Carth asked.

      Talia nodded. “As I said, he fancies himself a scholar.”

      This was something more than scholarship, though what? Carth could almost believe that it was the Collector’s home and wished that she had time to see if he might have any books on Tsatsun. If it was the Collector, she fully expected him to have acquired histories of the game. It would explain how he had grown so skilled in it.

      They reached the end of the hall, where a set of stairs led down. Carth followed the stairs, moving silently on shadow-muted steps. At the bottom, she hesitated and looked around. The stairs opened up into a large room. It was empty and Carth frowned as she searched for signs of someone—anyone—but came up with nothing.

      “Where would they be?” she asked. There were guards patrolling outside.

      “Maybe he was summoned away. He does serve the tribunal, so it’s possible that he was called on some tribunal business, which would take him away for a while.”

      That didn’t seem to be the case. If this was something to do with the tribunal, Carth would expect that there would be others of his house still here. One of the tables was lit by a softly glowing lantern. For someone to have left the lantern—especially in the home of a man who so clearly valued all the books he could accumulate—meant that they had left in a hurry.

      But why?

      Unless they knew that she was coming?

      If they knew she was coming, where would they have gone? And how would they have known that she was coming? The only person that she talked to was Talia.

      Carth turned slowly, focusing on the other woman. “You tipped them off.”

      “I didn’t. I don’t know where they went, but I didn’t tip them off. I want to be done with the Collector as much as you do.”

      “I doubt that,” Carth said.

      She hurried through the room and noted something as she stepped across the wooden floor.

      There was a hollowness beneath her.

      She was aware of it through her connection to the shadows as much as anything. It seemed as if, when she used her shadows to mute her footsteps, there was a sense of the shadows stretching far below her, much farther than they should.

      Carth stopped in the middle of the room, looking around.

      She looked up at Talia. “He knew that I was coming. And he hid somewhere. I know that he’s beneath me here. It’s time for you to stop playing both sides, Talia. You need to decide who you want to side with. I can protect you, but only if you’re working with me and not working against me.”

      Talia looked around, licking her lips. “You don’t understand what it’s like living in the city with them. They’re everywhere. He seems to know everything. I want to help you, really I do, but I don’t know that I can. If I do anything, he’s going to know, and he’s going to use it…”

      “You said he? Who is it that you are concerned about protecting?” Carth asked.

      “It’s no one,” Talia said.

      Carth could tell from her reaction that she wasn’t telling the entire truth. Maybe there was no one that Talia was trying to protect. Maybe she was only trying to play both sides until she knew who would come out on top.

      And was that so wrong? Carth couldn’t blame her for wanting to protect herself, and she couldn’t blame her for trying to find a way to work both angles. If she thought that she could work with Carth and against her, maybe she thought that she could manipulate the Collector.

      “How much of what you told me is true?” Carth asked.

      Talia shook her head. “I haven’t lied to you, Carth.”

      “So you have never met the Collector?”

      “I haven’t. All of my assignments have come from here.”

      “And what was your last assignment?”

      Talia watched her for a moment, and Carth started to smile.

      “It was me, wasn’t it? I was your last assignment.”
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      Talia stared at Carth, not even blinking. “You were the assignment,” she said. “I was tasked with getting close to you, and you made it difficult at first, but the more that you were in the city, the easier it was for me to figure out what you would do.”

      “You think you know what I will do?” Carth asked.

      She looked around the room. It was empty, but there was a sense that others had been here. In addition to the still-lit lantern, there was food on a table near the corner. Embers glowed in the hearth, and the room had a slight warmth to it.

      She tipped her head, focusing beneath her, but heard nothing—and more importantly, felt nothing.

      “You think that you can counter the Collector. You’re not the first person who has done that, but you might be the first person he fears.”

      Carth smiled to herself. “I intend to make him do more than fear me.”

      “What do you think you’re going to do? There’s no one here.”

      “What I intend to do is find my way beneath me, and then I will grab the merchant and force him to help.”

      Talia watched, saying nothing.

      If nothing else, Carth was impressed by the fact that both Talia and Linsay were so tight-lipped when it came to the Collector. Could she have misevaluated him? Could he have engendered real loyalty? She didn’t think so, but maybe he had. And if he had, it could be that there was a reason. When people served out of fear, they weren’t loyal.

      Carth searched the room. There was no sign of a door that would lead down, though she suspected something of a trapdoor rather than a formal staircase. As she wandered the room, she found nothing. There was no sign of anything—or anyone—here.

      Could there be a different way in?

      She trailed her hand along the wall, tapping as she went. She came across a section that was hollow and felt along it, searching for a way in. There was a crack, and she knew that she was close.

      Carth continued to search and found the narrowest of openings. She pried her fingers in and popped the door open. Darkness greeted her.

      “Do you still want me to think that there’s nothing here?”

      Talia stared at her, saying nothing.

      Carth stepped into the room and found a narrow staircase that wound down into the darkness.

      “You can come with me,” she told Talia.

      Talia appeared in the opening of the door and stared at Carth. “I’m not willing to let you attack me in the darkness.”

      Carth chuckled. “I have no intention of attacking you. You’re connected to the Collector and I need you.”

      “That’s it?”

      Carth shrugged. “That’s not it, but I’m not sure that you would believe me if I told you that I still intend to rescue you from the Collector. I don’t know that I’ve given you reason to believe that.”

      Talia frowned. Carth started down, drawing away the shadows as she went, using them to lessen the darkness. The stairs were narrow and she had to place each foot carefully to avoid slipping. She couldn’t see the bottom of the stair and didn’t know how far she risked falling if she wasn’t careful.

      Talia followed more sure-footedly.

      “How deep does this go?” Carth asked.

      “Why do you think that I know?”

      Carth glanced over shoulders and could see only the faintest outline of Talia’s face. “You’ve been here before. You don’t hesitate on the steps the same way that I do, which tells me that you are familiar with this place.”

      Carth continued to move carefully, taking each step one at a time. Were there more lights, she might be willing to hurry, not certain whether there was a reason for haste, but not liking the fact that she was gone as long as she was and descending as deeply as she was. Would she get to a point where she couldn’t escape if it came to that? The tribunal had already proven that they knew how to hold her, and the entire city was set on the same cliff edge, which had whatever natural resistance to her magic.

      In the distance, Carth was beginning to make out a shifting of the lights.

      Could she have reached the bottom?

      She moved carefully, slowly easing back on the shadows, not wanting to collect them too tightly as she descended, uncertain whether anyone was down there, and if they were, whether they would even recognize that she was approaching.

      And then she saw light.

      She waited, holding back so that she didn’t step too closely into the light, not wanting to reveal herself quite yet.

      She listened.

      When she did, she used a combination of her shadows and her flame, letting them ease away from her, just the barest amount of her magic.

      There were others here. She could feel them.

      Carth counted at least seven, though was no longer sure whether she could rely upon her magic and its connection to what she detected.

      “How many will I encounter?” Carth asked.

      Talia shook her head.

      “I count seven. You don’t have to tell me if there’s more than that, just blink.”

      Talia tipped her head and considered Carth for a long moment, and then she blinked.

      Carth breathed out. There were more than seven.

      How many could she handle on her own? Probably fewer than she had anticipated. She had anticipated Talia helping fight through whoever else might be here. Carth didn’t want to kill, which would make it more difficult to attack carefully.

      Could she use her shadows the same way that she had against Linsay?

      If she could, she might be able to incapacitate the others in the room before they were aware that she was here, and then she would have only those she couldn’t detect to deal with.

      Carth stretched out with her shadows, pushing out slowly—ever so slowly—until she could detect the people in the room. When she did, she wrapped the shadows around them and constricted them.

      Carth counted. Moments passed, and then she heard the people collapse. The connection to the shadows had worked.

      She darted into the room, taking a quick survey.

      Five people remained, and all were armed. They wore familiar black robes, and the fabric practically shimmered. Why were they familiar?

      It took a moment to realize the reason.

      The priests.

      Was that why they were able to avoid her connection to the shadows and the flame so that she couldn’t even detect their presence?

      She leapt forward, wrapping her shadows around them, but the connection to them dissipated, melting away from each person.

      Carth sighed and jumped forward again, and again the same thing happened.

      Using the shadows wouldn’t work on these men, but could there be another way that she could attack? When she attempted to use the S’al, directing the magic of the flame at them, it slipped past them. Neither of her magics would work.

      One of the men reached her and slashed with a dagger.

      Carth didn’t want to harm them, not if she didn’t have to.

      She focused on shadow and flame, directing it in front of the nearest man. The cloak might protect him from the effect of her magic, but it shouldn’t protect him when she used magic near him.

      The explosion lifted him up and carried him back.

      Carth darted in, kicking the man when he hit the ground, preventing him from moving again. She directed the same attack at the others, the combination of the flame and shadows exploding in front of them, knocking them back.

      She noticed movement and spun.

      Talia waited in the room, staring at the fallen. “He will be angry with this,” she said.

      “The Collector, or Alistan Rhain?”

      Talia looked around and shook her head. “Both. I… don’t think this was wise.”

      Carth began to search the people. “Perhaps not, but this way I have a chance to understand what the Collector is after.”

      Most of the people who had fallen were servants. Carth was even more happy that she hadn’t used anything more than her connection to the shadows. There was no point in attacking and destroying people who had only been hired to serve in the household. She looked for Rhain but didn’t see him.

      “Where is he?” she asked Talia.

      “As I said, he will be angry when he returns.”

      “He knew I was coming.” Carth looked up at Talia, meeting her eyes.

      The other woman nodded. “He knew you were coming. How could he not?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “When you broke into his compound and abducted one of his people—”

      “She was one of mine,” Carth said. It hurt that Linsay had betrayed her, and she shouldn’t let it bother her as much as it did, but there was nothing she could do about it. Maybe the pain would get easier in time, but Carth didn’t know whether it would. She had sacrificed for Linsay—and had done so willingly—which made the betrayal even more painful.

      Carth quickly cut strips of cloth away from the men who’d attacked her, using fabric from their strange robes to bind their hands and feet. Maybe it would prevent them from escaping as well as it had prevented her from using her magic on it. She moved the others away from them, pulling them to the side of the room and arranging them so that they wouldn’t be uncomfortable when they came around.

      She didn’t have to wait long for the others to start coming around.

      When they did, there was confusion at first, and Carth kept a hold of her connection to the shadows to be prepared to use them if necessary. She hoped that she wouldn’t have to use them, but needed to be ready.

      A young woman with pale golden hair and freckled skin awoke first. She glanced over at Carth and then at Talia, her eyes growing wider and wider. “Don’t hurt us,” the woman begged.

      Talia chuckled. “Too late.”

      Carth shot her a withering look. “I don’t intend to hurt you. Where is Alistan Rhain?”

      The woman shook her head. “We don’t know. He doesn’t tell us where he’s going.”

      “You have to have heard something.”

      The woman shook her head. “Please. I’ll tell you anything, but just don’t hurt me.”

      Carth sighed. It was possible that they wouldn’t know how to find Rhain, but the man couldn’t be that hard to find. He was a merchant in the city and he served on the tribunal, so there had to be some way for her to find out about where he might have gone.

      “When did he leave?” she asked the woman. Two men sitting behind her started to come around, both of them clutching their heads. They wore dazed expressions and seemed to take longer than the woman to realize that Carth was there. Had she held on to the shadows too long with them?

      “It was hours ago. He sent us down here and set guards.”

      “Why did he send you down here?” Carth looked around the bunker. That was what it had to be, though it reminded her of the cell into which they’d placed her. The stone walls were smooth and seemed to be naturally occurring, not carved. The ceiling was uneven, as if whatever had formed the stone had taken its time. Carth thought about pushing her magic against the stone, but there seemed no point in attempting it.

      “He said… he said there was someone he had sentenced who would be angry with their punishment.”

      Carth glanced at Talia. The other woman only shrugged. “You could say that I was angry with my punishment,” Carth said, turning her attention back to the woman.

      “Will you kill him?” The question came from a man near the back. He was slight of build and had deep brown eyes. His voice was soft and had a rasp to it.

      “I don’t want to hurt him. I just want questions answered.”

      “You won’t hurt him?”

      “Did I hurt you?” She considered him for a moment. “Did I hurt any of you? Even the men who attacked me?” She looked over at the soldiers she’d tied up. They had started to come around, but there wasn’t any way for them to move. She had bound them tightly and had gagged their mouths.

      The man looked over at the soldiers. “If you find him, don’t harm him. The rest of us need the work. It’s not always easy to find in Keyall.”

      Carth sniffed. “I will try.”

      The man nodded. “He was going to be at the outpost.”

      “Durand!” the woman hissed.

      “Hush,” Durand said.

      “No. You’re not going to silence me. He wouldn’t want her to know—”

      The man who stood next to Durand shook his head. “If he didn’t want anything to happen to us, he should have remained with us.”

      The woman glared at the other two, and Carth waited.

      “Where is the outpost?”

      Durand made a point of looking away from the woman and studied Carth. “The outpost is away from town. It’s near one of the older parts of the city.”

      Carth glanced at Talia. “Were we at the outpost?”

      She shrugged. “If you need to call it that.”

      “What would you call it? What would others call it?”

      Talia stared at her and didn’t say anything.

      “How long would you expect him to be gone?” she asked.

      Durand looked at the others. “Usually he’s gone for a few hours before returning. Lately, he’s been gone for longer and longer stretches of time.”

      Was he working on behalf of the Collector when he disappeared for that long? Was there another reason to disappear and be gone for long stretches of time? Carth considered having Talia take her to the outpost, but something told her that she wouldn’t. Even if she did, Talia had proven herself less than reliable. Carth wouldn’t be able to trust her, even if she agreed to guide her where she wanted to go.

      “Will you show me?” she asked Durand.

      His gaze drifted around at the others before settling back on Carth. “I can show you.”
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      Wind whistled off the sea, carrying the salt and the smell of fish, aromas that had become more than familiar to Carth over the last few years; they had become comforting. She had grown accustomed to the steady rocking of a ship beneath her feet and the stickiness of the saltwater as it coated everything. Now that was gone.

      She longed for the feeling of a ship beneath her. When all of this was done, she would find another ship and she would continue on her way, but to where? Would she return to Asador, or would she continue sailing west?

      “This is the outpost,” Durand said.

      Carth looked at the buildings, frowning at each of them. There were a dozen, possibly more, and all were in a state of decay. Most had collapsed roofs and many had crumbling walls, the same sort of walls that she had seen near the old temple.

      This wasn’t the same as the place Talia had brought her to.

      Was there a reason that Alistan Rhain had come here?

      Carth thought of what she knew about him and the fact that he believed himself to be a scholar. Did he think that he could find the Elder Stone before the Collector? And if he did, what did he hope to do with it?

      She knew so little about Alistan Rhain, other than he thought enough of his house staff to send them into the bunker when he thought Carth might come. Had he done that out of concern—or even affection—or was it simply because it would be easier to hide them than to replace them?

      And he sought power. He had gained a place upon the tribunal, which told her that he valued the power such a position would bring. What else could she discover of him?

      She glanced over at Talia, who had chosen to follow. She watched Carth with a strange expression on her face. The bruising around her eye had faded, receding into little more than a patch of yellow, making her appear almost jaundiced, but only in that part.

      “Why does he come here?” she asked Talia.

      “He searches for something,” Durand said.

      Carth turned and considered the man. “How do you know, if no one’s ever with him?”

      Durand flushed. “He talks to himself.” He shrugged. “I have served him from the moment he came to Keyall. He mutters to himself, usually under his breath, but he’s never that careful about what he says. I know that he doesn’t think that I’ll hear him, or that it will matter to me if I do, but I hear him. And when he speaks of the outpost, and of the temple, places that are important to those of us who have spent time in Keyall, I pay attention.”

      Carth looked back at Talia. “You grew up in Keyall. Why isn’t this important to you?”

      “She might have grown up here, but she is not from here. She came as little more than a child and she was raised in the city, but she doesn’t know it the way that many of us do.”

      That was interesting. She wondered what the difference might be. Why would it matter that Talia had not been raised in the city? Durand believed that it did, and Carth had known others to share feelings like that about those they considered outsiders to their homelands, but with as much trade and movement through the port as there was in Keyall, she hadn’t expected to encounter that here.

      “What is he after?” Carth asked.

      “If he’s here, there can be only one thing that he’s after.”

      Carth turned to Durand and wrapped shadows around herself and him, concealing them from Talia. If Talia still worked for the Collector, she wasn’t about to help him, especially as she wasn’t certain what she needed to do to protect herself from him.

      “What would he be after, Durand?”

      Durand looked around and seemed to notice the shadows had thickened around him. “I…”

      “I don’t intend to take anything from here. I’m not interested in any of the artifacts of your people. I only want to ensure that the man known as the Collector doesn’t harm those I care about.”

      His eyes narrowed and he breathed out heavily. “There is rumored to be a blessing from the gods left here.”

      “What kind of blessing?”

      Durand shrugged. “You would have to understand that the gods of my people are different than those in the north. They are not benevolent gods. Anything they might have left would have been given to us to help protect Keyall from the wrath of the other gods.”

      “Is this item an Elder Stone?”

      “You know,” Durand gasped.

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t know anything, other than that there is a man searching for the Elder Stone, and now it appears that Alistan Rhain searches for it as well. I don’t know what purpose they have in mind for it, but I do know that items of power tend to draw the wrong kind of person.”

      Yet, from the appearance of Alistan Rhain’s library, he might actually be a man of scholarship. If he was, Carth didn’t necessarily want to help him, but maybe he searched for the Elder Stone for a different reason than the Collector did. She had to hope that perhaps he wasn’t after it because he wanted to assume even greater power. But this was also a man who had gained a position on the tribunal in a short period of time. This was a person who had taken some measure of satisfaction in seeing that she was captured. Likely, with his knowledge, he had been the one to suggest the prison, especially if he had learned of it as a way to counter her magic, and used whatever help the Collector had given to assist with that.

      “My people call it the Dohger Gift. It is likely an Elder Stone, at least from the description of it, and it once kept Keyall protected. It no longer does.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “If the gift still provided protection, we would have never suffered from the recent attacks. There was a time when Keyall remained peaceful, and this despite the fact that many traveled through our lands. We have known incredible peace, and it has been lasting, a way for us to thrive.”

      “Do you think that Alistan Rhain discovered some way of finding the Elder Stone?”

      “I don’t know. Even if he searched, there is a limit to who would be allowed to find it.”

      “Why?”

      “The gift was given to my people, and it was meant for my people, so I don’t believe that he would be able to find it, and if he did, I doubt that he would be allowed to use it.”

      “What would you do if he did find it?”

      “If he found it, I would have to ensure that he was not able to do anything with it.”

      “And how would you intend to do that?”

      He breathed out heavily, releasing a long sigh. “If necessary, I would destroy it.”

      “Even if it meant that your people wouldn’t have it?”

      “My people don’t have it now, so there would be nothing different in that.”

      Carth looked around the outpost, considering each of the buildings. These would have been made a long time ago—much like the temple that Talia had brought her to. Whoever had constructed these buildings had been able to use the stone here, something that Carth and her magic was not even able to move. Maybe that was the secret. Maybe whatever power the Elder Stone granted had been used to create this place.

      “What kind of man is he?” When Durand stared at her, a deep frown on his face, Carth pressed forward. “What kind of man is Alistan Rhain?”

      “He came to Keyall and was seeking to consolidate wealth. Many merchants have done the same thing over the years, but he was certainly more effective at it. He brought with him knowledge of the market that few other merchants have ever had.”

      “And that’s how he was able to gather wealth and power?” Carth asked.

      “Partly. Although there is likely more to it.”

      “Why does he have all of the books?”

      Durand smiled. “He enjoys reading. If he weren’t focused on trying to gather power and wealth, he might be welcome. He’s certainly not cruel, at least not to those of us who work for him, but there are times when he focuses on the wrong thing.”

      Carth found herself liking Durand and his honesty. It was helpful that he knew Alistan Rhain, and that he was able to provide an opinion of the man, because the one she had was less than favorable—but hers had been formed during a difficult time. She had been captured and faced the tribunal, but what would he have been like had she met him under different circumstances? What would he have been like had he not been forced to serve the Collector?

      Carth released the shadows. As she did, she noticed Talia glaring at her. Carth only shrugged.

      “I’m going to see if I can find him,” she said.

      She pushed out with her connection to the flame and to the shadows, but neither allowed her to detect anything. The stone that formed the walls made it difficult for her to pick up anything. She couldn’t push her magic through the walls, not as she was accustomed to doing. It was a good place to hide, especially from someone like her.

      “You shouldn’t be able to detect anything,” Talia said.

      “No, I can’t.” Which meant that she had to search for him another way. If she couldn’t find him by using her magic, she would have to go building by building.

      “Do you know where he likes to search?” she asked Durand.

      “There are many places here that would be of interest to someone searching for actual scholarship.”

      “Is he?”

      Durand shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Carth looked at Talia, wishing the other woman would provide her with some answer, but she simply met her gaze and then looked away.

      Carth grunted to herself and started off. She paused at each of the broken buildings, glancing inside them, before moving on. She could see why this was referred to as the outpost. It was separated by a reasonable distance from the temple and might have been used at one point to provide protection for the temple and the people there. Keyall had grown around it, creating a much larger city, but had left these parts abandoned.

      When she finished her survey through the buildings, she’d come up empty. There was no sign of Alistan Rhain.

      “He’s not here.” She looked at Durand, who frowned.

      “I don’t know where he would have gone. He typically comes to the outpost, and usually when he does, he’s—”

      “He’s searching for artifacts.”

      Carth spun and saw Alistan behind her with five men dressed in the same strange dark robes as the men she’d faced at his home. Were they the same men?

      “You shouldn’t have brought her here,” Alistan said to Durand.

      “She needed to speak with you. She didn’t harm anyone when she—”

      Alistan frowned. “I know what she did. I know how she entered my home, my place of sanctuary, and attacked those in my employ. I don’t expect you to understand, Durand, but this woman was sentenced by the tribunal. She was to be punished.”

      “Sentenced to death,” Carth said.

      “Death? No. There would have been no death. You would have had to serve penance in rebuilding the buildings that were destroyed.”

      Carth looked over at Talia, but the woman had disappeared.

      She almost smiled. Talia had made her believe that she would be sentenced to die here, but maybe that wasn’t true. Could she have been playing Carth, trying to convince her to escape so that she would do as the Collector wanted?

      It had been a long time since Carth had felt as if she were used so often and so easily. It was difficult to know what exactly she needed to do. And maybe there was nothing to do. Maybe she simply had to accept the fact that she was getting played while in Keyall.

      “It seems that I was misled. Regardless, I don’t intend to return to that prison, so you can send your guards away.” Rhain glared at her. “Why do you want the Elder Stone?” Carth asked.

      “I have no need to speak to you about such things. You are going to be returning to your cell.”

      Carth shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “You will find that your magic doesn’t work very well on my men.”

      “No. Not on your men.”

      He frowned at her and she simply stood there, letting him think that she was uncertain about her position.

      “Why are you serving him?”

      Alistan frowned. “I think you have me mistaken. You’ve had me mistaken from the moment that we met.”

      “And why is that?” she asked.

      “I’m not this person you think I am.”

      “No. I know that you’re not the Collector, but I also know that you work for him.”

      “I work for no one.”

      Could Alistan have been manipulated the same way that Carth had been?

      She needed to figure out what was happening, and she struggled to know which pieces were which on her board. She struggled to understand what she needed to be doing.

      What did it matter if the Collector or Alistan managed to find an Elder Stone? Other than the fact that they might gain power, what did it matter to her? Why did she need to be the one to try and counter them?

      She didn’t.

      It was time for her to leave Keyall. It was time for her to gather her friends and bring them to safety before they lost anyone else. Linsay would have to remain. There didn’t seem to be anything Carth could do about that, and there seemed to be no way that she could help her, if she even wanted to. But she could help Alayna and Jenna and keep them away from the effect of Linsay and the Collector.

      “I’m sorry that I attacked your home.”

      “You’re not leaving here so easily. You still need to face the tribunal.”

      Carth shook her head. “No. I’m done with the tribunal. I’m done with Keyall.”

      Alistan frowned at her and then motioned to his men.

      Carth sent a combined surge of flame and shadow out, exploding it right in front of each man’s chest. They were thrown back and crashed onto the ground. Even Alistan had been thrown back, and he looked up at her with a dazed expression. “Your magic—”

      “Don’t presume to know the extent of my magic.”

      Carth turned and loped away, disappearing back into the shadows as she headed toward the tavern and her friends.
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      When Carth reached the tavern, she felt lighthearted. There was nothing wrong with the idea of abandoning this city. She owed it nothing, not as she felt she owed other places, and the people here either did not want her help or did not need it. Talia continued to choose to serve the Collector despite every attempt Carth made to draw her out and try to help her. She hadn’t found anyone else who might need her help.

      They would leave. She hadn’t decided whether she was willing to steal a ship, but if it came to that, she decided, she might need to. She would do whatever it took to get away from Keyall and get her and her people to safety.

      The tavern was filled with the soft sound of music but Carth hurried through, wanting only to get to her friends so that she could share the plan with them.

      When she reached the room where Boiyn would be with Linsay, she hesitated. Where were Jenna and Alayna? Had they been drawn inside? If they had, she worried what might have happened to them. What would Linsay do with them? Would she try to draw them over to her side, try to convince them that Carth had it wrong about her?

      She knocked on the door and pushed it open.

      It was empty.

      Not empty—not entirely.

      A figure slumped in a corner, and Carth hurried over to it, grabbing for her connection to the shadows and the flame, readying for whatever attack might come for her.

      It was Boiyn.

      His wrist had been cut and blood dripped across the floor. He slumped forward and Carth grabbed him, propping him up and leaning him back.

      “Boiyn,” she said.

      His eyes fluttered and he looked up at her. “Carthenne?”

      “What happened?” she asked, ripping off a strip of fabric from her shirt and using that to stop the bleeding. It did little other than slow it.

      “What happened?” she asked again.

      Boiyn took a shallow breath. It was barely anything, and as he tried to speak, she could tell that he wouldn’t have the strength necessary to get the words out.

      “Carthenne?”

      She lifted him and brought him to the bed, where she laid him down. She looked for other signs of injury, her time and training in Asador and other places having taught her how to search for the most critical of injuries, but found nothing other than what had happened to his wrist. It continued to bleed, soaking through the tourniquet.

      He wouldn’t make it. There was no way to survive bleeding this heavily.

      What had happened here?

      She looked around but saw no signs of a fight. The Tsatsun board rested on the table, a game partially played. There were no signs of Jenna and Alayna, and Linsay was missing.

      Neither Jenna nor Alayna would have done anything to Boiyn, so whatever had happened here must have been Linsay.

      Carth couldn’t believe that Linsay would attack Boiyn like this. She might work for the Collector, but she would never believe that Linsay would harm him. He had done nothing other than try to help and had included her when the other two had treated her differently because she wasn’t a fighter.

      Then again, neither was Boiyn. Had he been willing to fight—had he been able to fight—would he have been able to pull through this?

      Boiyn’s breathing continued to slow. Each breath raised his chest, and then it lowered, each time slower than the one before.

      He would pass, and she wouldn’t know what had happened to him.

      She wouldn’t know who to blame. She wouldn’t know who to get vengeance on.

      Had they only gone days before, none of this would’ve happened. They could’ve escaped, and they could have all been safe.

      Except, Linsay would still have been serving the Collector.

      Would they ever have been safe? Had the Collector somehow tracked her to this location and attacked Boiyn? That made so little sense that Carth couldn’t even piece it together. Why Boiyn?

      Where did that fit in the game of Tsatsun?

      She stared at the game board, hating that it was there, reminded only of what had been taken from her.

      She held Boiyn’s hand and felt it as he grew cooler and cooler, his life seeping from him. She felt helpless. At least with poisons, there seemed to be something that could be given, an antidote. With a wound like this, especially one that didn’t seem to be responding to the tourniquet she had placed, what could she do?

      Nothing.

      And that angered her.

      She breathed out, letting a heavy sigh, and when Boiyn took his last breath, she sobbed.

      This was not a man who had deserved to die. She had brought him with her for his mind, but he had deserved better than this. He had helped, willingly coming with her and trying to come up with different concoctions that would help create the necessary enhancements that the others could use. He had worked with them, doing nothing but offering himself.

      Carth lost track of how long she sat there, tears streaming from her eyes. She had lost many people over the years, and some were closer to her than Boiyn, but this hurt in a different way. Boiyn had been unwilling to fight for himself. She had been there for him, and she had fought on his behalf.

      After a while, she released her hold on his hand and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the room, feeling emptiness within her.

      The Tsatsun game that was half-played drew her attention.

      She frowned, studying the board. There were a few moves remaining before it could be ended, but that wasn’t what drew her attention. Rather, it was the fact that Boiyn’s side appeared to be winning. That wasn’t terribly surprising, but what was surprising was the fact that it didn’t seem like they were playing a simple game. The plays that Carth could see were complex, and there was a certain amount of finesse that she could tell from the remaining pieces.

      Had Boiyn developed that quickly?

      She looked down at her fallen friend, frowning. She knew that he had a strong mind and he had been improving, but this was impressive.

      The other side of the game board involved movements that she hadn’t seen before. Carth studied the pattern and realized that it would have been difficult for Boiyn to have won, but she could see how victory wasn’t far off for him.

      Had Linsay allowed herself to finally reveal the extent of her Tsatsun ability?

      Those were questions for another time. Right now, she had to find out what had happened to Jenna and Alayna and see if they knew anything about what might have occurred here.

      Maybe they had gone down to the tavern, though she had seen no sign of them when she had been there before.

      Carth pulled the door closed when she left, locking it using the shadows, and hurried down to the tavern. Once there, she looked around, searching for signs of either of her friends, but there were none. Neither of them was here. The tavern was not busy, certainly not as busy as it had been during other times, or even when she’d last come through.

      Carth looked around, searching for signs of her friends, and noticed a waitress making her way through the tavern. She carried a tray laden with mugs of ale, and Carth waited for her to stop at a few tables before interrupting her.

      “Did you see two women come through here?” she asked. “Or maybe even three?”

      “People come in and out all the time,” the woman said. She surveyed the tables, seemingly looking for anyone who might need her attention.

      “This would be different. These would be outsiders. We are staying—”

      “I know where you’re staying,” she said.

      Carth considered the woman for a moment. Could it be that she was working for the Collector?

      It was possible that anyone was working for the Collector.

      If Linsay was working for him, it only made sense that others would be as well. They had chosen this tavern as a place that seemed likely to give them a measure of privacy, but maybe they had made a mistake. It had been at the edge of the city, far enough away from the constables and the merchants that she didn’t think that she would draw unnecessary attention, but maybe her presence here could do nothing other than draw attention.

      “I’m just trying to find my friends,” she said.

      The woman considered Carth for a moment. “I haven’t seen them come through here.”

      Carth sighed. “If you see them, tell them I’ve come through.”

      “And who are you?”

      “My name is Carthenne Rel.”

      She hurried into the night. Already too much time had passed and she had a sinking sensation that she would not be able to find Jenna or Alayna. Even if she did, what would they be able to tell her? Was there anything that they could share that might explain what had happened to Boiyn?

      She hurried along the street, pushing out with her connection to the flame and the shadows, searching for her friends.

      There was no sign of them.

      When she reached the edge of the city, a prominence that overlooked the sea with nothing but the steady sound of waves crashing along the shore far beneath her, Carth stared out, feeling trapped. She had become powerless here. She had lost her ship. She had lost one of the people she had vowed to protect. And she had been outmaneuvered by someone she didn’t even know.

      And now she had lost a friend who had needed her.

      All she had wanted to do was depart Keyall, but now that was not even possible. She couldn’t leave, not without finding answers.

      The Collector had forced her hand—probably as he had intended.

      Carth would find Linsay, and she would find Jenna and Alayna, and she would drag the Collector free of Keyall, but not before exacting her revenge.

      If the Collector wanted to play a game with her, he would have one.
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      She focused on the rock in the temple. It was strange to her senses. The connection to the flame did nothing to it, no matter how much she poured into it. The rock even seemed to resist the connection to the shadows, and as she tried pushing through it, she could do nothing—that is, until she searched on top of it and found a cleavage plane. When she was able to do so, she could shatter the rock, stripping it away in long, narrow strips.

      Some of the section of the wall that had once been the temple had what appeared to be mortar smoothed over top of it. Likely this was done to prevent someone else from doing what Carth did now and peeling it away, shearing sections of the wall off. The rock had an innate resistance to her magic. From what she could tell of it, there was nothing mystical about it. There was just something about the rock that resisted shadow and flame.

      Carth searched through the temple, trying to use her connection to magic to find something that might be here, but she picked up on nothing.

      She heard movement and enshrouded herself in the shadows.

      “You don’t need to hide from me,” a voice said.

      Carth recognized the voice and removed her cloaking, turning to face Alistan. How had he crept up on her?

      “Are you sure? It seems that you are interested in turning me in to the constables and forcing me to meet whatever justice the tribunal would see fit to exact.”

      “Had you only been patient with the tribunal, you would not have suffered any consequences.”

      “Talia told me that the tribunal had made a decision.”

      “She is not of the tribunal.”

      “And you don’t want me to think that the tribunal would have wanted some sort of vengeance?”

      Alistan shrugged. His dark eyes seemed to glitter, catching the light from the moon.

      She thought about what she knew of him. The people who worked with him didn’t love him, but they didn’t fear him either. They didn’t want him to find the Elder Stone, but other than that, they didn’t mind serving him. That was telling.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      “The same reason as you, I suppose.”

      The man looked around and the edge to his eyes softened a little. “There was once a place of worship here, though I suppose you know that, Carthenne Rel.”

      “I’ve heard from others about their temple, if that’s what you mean.”

      “The temple. Founded at a time before men knew how to easily navigate the seas. It rose high above the rock, looking down at the water, so that the god could cast his judgment upon the people who would make this their home.”

      “Did you read about that in your studies?” Carth asked.

      “You can learn anything from enough study,” he said.

      “Anything?”

      He shrugged again. “Some would think that you can only learn through force”—he cocked his head as he looked at her, and Carth could tell that he was accusing her of that—“but I have the opinion that learning and scholarship are the only way to truly understand.”

      “What would you do if you found it?”

      “It?” Alistan asked.

      “The Elder Stone. What would you do if you came across it?”

      “Such an artifact would be studied. There would be value in it.”

      “You don’t seek it for power?”

      He frowned at her. “Power? Why would I search for that reason? I have power.”

      “This would be a different sort of power,” Carth said.

      “Perhaps to you, but to me, there is power in wealth and the accumulation of it. I have gained the power that I sought coming to Keyall, a place where, in time, I can consolidate trade and see to it that all the merchants coming through the city report to me. Is that not power?”

      “And that’s all you’re after?”

      “It was, until you arrived.”

      Carth grunted. “The ships were suffering. Merchants don’t need to be attacked simply because you intend to claim their trade.”

      “Suffering? That’s not it at all. I wasn’t trying to attack them, I was—” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve lost your ship, and you’ve lost any way that you could influence my trade.”

      “You don’t seem to mind what happened to my ship.”

      “You would blame me for the unfortunate events that took place?”

      “If you were responsible, I would blame you for burning down my ship.”

      Alistan leaned against the wall and studied her for a moment. “What have I gained by trapping you here, Carthenne Rel? I would rather have you depart the city and leave me here. I don’t need you and your ship to continue intervening in my activity.”

      Perhaps he was telling the truth. Carth wasn’t certain if he was, or if maybe he only wanted her to think that he had.

      “Do you play the game Tsatsun?” she asked.

      He frowned at her. “It’s an ancient game that is designed to foster strategy. I don’t have the knack for it, I’m afraid.”

      “For strategy or for the game?”

      He frowned. “The latter. I would like to think that I have a reasonable skill with strategy.”

      “And the Collector—what is your relationship with him?”

      “You keep speaking of this person, but what if he is little more than a myth? I’ve seen no evidence of him other than rumors. Trade was restricted, that is true, but perhaps it isn’t quite what you would like me to believe.” He studied her. “From what I hear now that trade has resumed, it was nothing more than a merchant guild dispute. There is no evidence of this person you claim. I’m afraid the Collector is nothing more than a story.”

      “He is not a story. He is real.”

      “You’ve seen him?”

      “Not seen him, but I’ve seen the effects of what he does.”

      Alistan chuckled. The sound faded quickly in the darkness. “The effects of what he’s done? I thought you would be beyond such myths,” he said.

      “Not if they make sense.” She looked around the temple and frowned slightly. “Why here? What do you think to find in this location?”

      “It is of no importance to you,” he said.

      “No? If there is anything that I can discover that will help me destroy the Collector, I intend to do so.”

      “Not only do you believe this person exists, you think that you need to destroy them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “One of the people I came to Keyall with was recently murdered.”

      Alistan’s eyes widened. “Have you reported it to the constables?”

      Carth laughed darkly. “To the constables? What you think they can do if I were to report the death of my friend to them? Do you think they would even care?”

      “That is their responsibility. They would care—”

      Carth looked away from Alistan, struggling with what she could see, if anything. The loss of Boiyn weighed heavily on her, and she needed to find Jenna and Alayna but didn’t know how to do even that. It was likely that the Collector had taken them when he had rescued Linsay.

      “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

      “If you believe that, then you don’t understand the founding principles of Keyall.”

      “And what are those?” Carth asked.

      “Keyall was founded as a place for order out of chaos. The constables want nothing more than to enforce that order, though sometimes they take it to an extreme.”

      “So I’ve seen,” Carth said.

      Alistan shrugged. “Yes. I believe you are familiar with it. Because it’s different than what you know doesn’t make it wrong.”

      “Wrong and right don’t have borders. Just because your people believe a thing doesn’t mean it is right.”

      “Now they are my people?”

      “No. I guess they’re not. Yet you serve on the tribunal.”

      “Only to give a more measured response. If I had not, another would have taken my place, and it’s possible that they would be less inclined to keep an open mind.”

      “You want me to believe that you serve on the tribunal for some altruistic purpose?”

      Alistan shrugged and tapped on the rock with what appeared to be a small pick. As he tapped, traces of the rock peeled away. Was it possible that she could use something like that to penetrate it?

      She pushed on her connection to shadows, trying to penetrate the area that he had damaged, but there was no effect. She tried the same thing with her connection to fire magic, but again, it failed.

      “You won’t be able to influence the stone. That is something that the ancients believed was their gift from the gods.”

      “And what of you? What do you believe?”

      “I believe that there is power in Keyall, though I don’t claim to understand it. I believe that the oldest people of the city tap into that power, though they don’t fully understand it. And I believe that there is something—an item of power or something along those lines—that exists somewhere in the city.”

      “And you intend to find it?”

      “I intend to find it.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? If even half of the rumors about you are true, it surprises me that you would find the need to question why I and those of the city fear power influencing us.”

      “They are,” Carth said.

      “What?”

      She shrugged. “More than half of the rumors. They’re true. I can’t say that they all are true, though maybe the ones you heard are.”

      He gaped at her, a wide grin on his face. “There is one about you taking on an entire squadron of sellswords yourself. If that was true, it would be quite impressive.”

      “I don’t know if it would be considered a squadron of sellswords, but there were probably a dozen. I didn’t necessarily take them on myself. I had help, as I do in many things.”

      “Even with help, such a thing would be quite impressive.”

      “What would you do if you found this Elder Stone?”

      “I’ve told you.”

      “No. You’ve told me that you value knowledge as well as wealth. I don’t know which drives you more than the other. If it’s wealth that you seek, finding an Elder Stone—if they’re even real—would give you access to incredible wealth. If it’s knowledge that you seek, and if you truly want to serve Keyall, then…”

      He frowned as he studied her. “Then what?”

      Carth shrugged. “Then I would be tempted to help.”

      Alistan studied her for a long moment. “You mean it, don’t you?”

      “I mean it. If you can help me find my friends, and if you intend to use the Elder Stone for nothing other than a way to protect the city, I am willing to help.”

      It would be her way of interfering with the Collector. At the same time, she thought that she could use it to draw him out. If he was interested in this Elder Stone, as she suspected he was, then she would do whatever it took to coax him out of hiding.

      “Why do you want to help?”

      “Because I believe there is someone who calls himself the Collector. And I believe that I am going to have to stop him.”

      Alistan nodded slowly. “I don’t know that I agree, but…” He sighed before finally shaking his head and saying, “Come with me.”
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      Carth sat in the massive library, the hearth crackling comfortably, an untouched glass of wine resting on a tray in front of her and a plate of food spread out on it. Durand had stopped in when she had arrived and had greeted her with a smile but had said nothing else.

      Carth wasn’t sure whether that was an acknowledgment that he approved of her presence or whether it was his way of checking on her. She had already heard him state that he would not allow Alistan to find the Elder Stone.

      “This is what drew me to Keyall,” Alistan said, leaning over a book that he rested on the table between them. This close to him, Carth could smell the spice he wore as a cologne and found it not unpleasant. The hardness in his eyes was gone, replaced by an eagerness.

      “This?”

      “It was the first volume I found that referenced the Elder Stones.”

      Carth scanned the page and read through it quickly. It spoke of incredibly powerful beings known as the elders and had a sense that reminded her of a children’s tale, nothing factual about it.

      “Why were you convinced that this was real?” Carth asked.

      “Only because it echoes what I’ve read in other places. If it were only this, I would not have thought anything of it, but I read this, and it intrigued me. Where I am from, there are no stories of Elder Stones.”

      “And where is that?”

      Alistan only smiled and shook his head. “You can see that this story refers to the Elder Stones as items of great power. If this is to be believed, they were used by these elders to claim different parts of the world.”

      Carth thought about what she’d heard of the Elder Stones and remembered Alayna referencing them and saying that they were rumored to exist in Elaeavn. If these Stones were real, she could see why the Collector would want them.

      She could imagine another person that she knew wanting them. Someone who might be worse than the Collector.

      “What else did you discover?”

      Alistan made his way to the shelf, pulled another book from it, and hurried over to Carth, flopping the book open in front of her. This one was written in a language she couldn’t read. She considered herself reasonably educated and had taken pains to learn as much as possible, but there were limits to her capacity as well as to her time.

      “I can’t read it.”

      Alistan considered her for a moment, cocking his head to the side, almost as if listening to something. “No? I would’ve thought… it doesn’t matter. You’ll have to trust me when I say that this refers to a place far to the north, a place where night is given great power. There is an ancient Elder, one that this book refers to as Ihnish, who ruled there long ago and ultimately gifted his Elder Stone to the people.”

      Carth stared at the page. Though she couldn’t read the words, there was something to the story that made her uncomfortable. Was he saying that this ancient Elder had gifted the people of Ih with the connection to the shadows? That seemed unlikely, but probably it was nothing more than a child’s tale, the same way that the last book had been.

      “And you thought that I could read this because of its reference to Ihnish?”

      “You control the shadows, do you not?”

      Carth nodded. “I control the shadows and I can read some of ancient Ih, but I don’t recognize that.”

      Alistan frowned, pressing his lips together tightly. “Hmm. What of this?” He placed another book in front of her and turned the pages to a section that had a small drawing. “This references another Elder, the opposite of Ihnish’s, one who thrived in the daylight, which the story referred to as Ras.”

      Carth frowned at the name. “Ras?”

      Alistan’s brow raised. “You’ve heard of it?”

      She smiled to herself. “I know a Ras, but not as an Elder.”

      “Would this friend have been tied to the daylight?”

      That would be one way to describe Ras and his connection to the flame, but she doubted that he would have referred to himself in the same way. Carth considered the page and was surprised to realize that she could recognize some of the writing. It was in the same language as her mother’s old herbalism books. She had never taken the time to study them long enough to understand the language, but she did recognize some of the words.

      “What else have you discovered?”

      “That doesn’t impress you?”

      “What, two stories that could be nothing more than children’s tales?”

      Alistan smiled. “You’re right. They could be, but again, I found another story, this one from a land that I believe one of your companions is quite familiar with.”

      He went to the shelf and sorted through the books until he came up with the one that he was searching for. He pulled it off the shelf and flipped open the pages. This was written in a language that Carth understood, and she scanned the page, quickly reading it.

      It referred to an Elder called the Great Watcher, who had placed several Stones, one that allowed his people to be connected to life around him. According to this story, the people connected to the Great Watcher carried a marker of his blessing.

      Carth sat back, staring at the page. “The marker of his blessing would be the coloring of their eyes,” Carth said, mostly to herself.

      “What is that?” Alistan asked.

      Carth nodded at the page. “If this section is to be believed, the people this Elder watches over are gifted with a blessing, and a marker of this blessing. This marker reflects the power given to them by their Elder.”

      Alistan frowned before nodding. “You believe the green eyes of those from Elaeavn would be this marker.”

      Carth shrugged. “If the story is to be believed, that would be a reasonable explanation.”

      “You don’t believe it?”

      “Again, these are stories.”

      “Stories, but there is no denying the fact that you have a gift of the night. You can control it. And you also have a gift of the sunlight. You control that. And I believe that your companion has been gifted by the Great Watcher.”

      Carth didn’t know whether to believe what Alistan was trying to tell her or whether she should think that he had been chasing nothing more than stories. “I thought you would be more of a scholar,” Carth said.

      “You’re still not convinced?”

      “How can I be convinced by what you shared with me so far? These are stories.”

      Alistan stood and went to the shelf again, this time to the section nearest the hearth. He grabbed a book bound in a strange stone cover, and it took Carth a moment to realize that it was a sheet of the stone that the temple had been made from, the rock that the entire city sat on. When he sat down, he opened the book and began flipping through pages. Once again, Carth didn’t recognize the language and realized that it must be from ancient Keyall.

      “This is a copy of a text that once would have sat in the temple. The people here worshiped their Elder, who watched over them from the sea. This Elder had great power, and because of his location, he was able to ignore the power of Ras and of Ihnish.”

      “Which is why you think the stone has resistance to my magic?”

      “It’s not only I who believe that,” he said. “The oldest people of this place believed it as well, which was why the tribunal did not fear your magic and did not fear being able to adequately sentence you. Those who are truly descended from Bal would be able to ignore your touch.”

      Was that why her magic had not worked on certain people? If they were descended from Keyall—truly descended from Keyall—it was possible that they were able to ignore her magic, especially if any of the stories of the elders were true.

      And Carth didn’t necessarily believe that they were true, only that the people had believed them. There had to be some explanation for the reason behind her magic and why it was different than others, and she hadn’t given it much thought before.

      “What makes you think the Elder Stone still exists?”

      “Without it, the people would have begun to lose their connection.”

      “And you’re sure they still have this connection?”

      “I’m quite certain of it. There are people who have moved to Keyall and, over time, gradually begun to display some evidence of this resistance. It’s nothing like those who have lived here for a long time, but it’s enough that it makes me think that there is something to it, and that the Elder Stone exists.”

      Carth looked at the book, thinking that if nothing else, the fact that Alistan believed it was enough for her to at least consider the possibility that it might exist. But where?

      “Where do you think to find it? The temple? Is that why you’re looking there?”

      “I’m looking for evidence near the temple, but I don’t think that I will find it there. If it did exist, it has long since been moved.”

      “Unless it’s buried somewhere,” Carth said.

      “It must be buried somewhere, but where is the question.”

      If the Stone had existed, it would have been in a place where it could help the people of Keyall, wouldn’t it?

      And maybe there was nothing to the stories. Maybe it was little more than rumor, but if there was any meat to them, Carth needed to know, because it was where the Collector would be likely to head next.

      “Where all have you looked?” she asked.

      “I’ve been all over the coast but haven’t found anything.”

      Carth frowned. “Didn’t you say this Elder was supposed to be the Elder of the sea?”

      “That is what the stories would say.”

      “Then maybe you’ve been looking in the wrong place.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The attacks on her—and the other merchants—began to take on a different connotation. If the Collector had discovered something about where the Elder might have deposited his Stone, would that explain why he was attacking the ships?

      It seemed like a strange coincidence otherwise.

      “You weren’t the one to attack those ships?” She needed to know. She felt as if she had been deceived, and she needed to know whether Alistan had been a part of it.

      Alistan shook his head. “What value is there for me to attack other ships?”

      “Removing competition.”

      “I’m not so afraid of competition that I would need to attack them. It’s much more beneficial for me to find a way to work with them and share in the trade.”

      As she watched him, she realized that she believed him. “Do you have a ship?”

      “A ship? I’m the most profitable merchant in Keyall. Of course I have a ship.”

      “Good. We’re going to need it. But first, I need for you to do something for me.”

      “You need for me to do something?”

      Carth nodded. “See if you can find what happened to my companions. They’ve been missing.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know. Wherever they are, I worry that something unfortunate might happen to them.”

      “I will see if Durand can come up with anything.”

      Carth would have to be comfortable with that. Durand had helped her, and he hadn’t seemed as if he was too caught up in any of the odd politics that she had discovered in Keyall. If anything, he had seemed helpful to her in a way that others were not.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Besides, if you help me find the Elder Stone, you could have anything that you wanted.”

      Carth snorted. “Anything?” A ship would be helpful. Then she wouldn’t have to steal and she could finally return to Asador and the others of her network. She could get her friends home.

      “If it’s within reason, it is yours,” he said.

      That would have to be enough.
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      The gentle rocking of the ship was welcoming. It had been too long since she’d stood on a deck, feeling the waves as they rolled beneath her feet, gliding her one way and then the other. The salt air filled her lungs, and she breathed it in.

      There had been no word from Jenna or Alayna. From what she could tell, Alistan had been true to his word and had sent men to the tavern to keep an eye out for them, but no one had returned. That left her unsettled. Where were they?

      Better yet, where did the Collector have them?

      “Where would you suggest we search?” Alistan leaned over the railing, gripping it much more tightly than was necessary. He might be a merchant, and he might have experience sailing, but he didn’t have the comfort of someone accustomed to sailing day in and day out.

      “How long have you been in Keyall?”

      “How does that answer my question?”

      “It doesn’t. It’s just that I’ve been curious. How long have you been in Keyall?”

      A large swell crashed into the ship, sending them tilting to the side. Alistan clenched his jaw while gripping the railing much more tightly. “Several years,” he said. Another wave crashed. “I’ve been in and out of Keyall for a decade or more.”

      “Have you traveled to the west?”

      He looked over at her, a sickened expression on his face. “What do you think?”

      “I think few people have ever managed to sail quite that far. Those who do would likely be more inclined to share that experience, especially a merchant who searches for wealth.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps the people to the west have asked others not to discuss them.”

      “Even if discussing it might be valuable to you?”

      He shrugged. “Who is to say?”

      Carth snorted. It amused her how little she had understood about Alistan. He was nothing like the man she had first encountered, different enough that he could almost be someone else.

      She studied his face for a moment. No. It was the same man. It wasn’t that someone had replaced him, even temporarily. It must be that she had misread him. Except, she prided herself on her ability to read people, and other than the Collector and whatever he was after, she couldn’t have made such a mistake that she had missed something with him, could she?

      It was possible that she had. That troubled her. Was she beginning to lose her ability to read people? It would be a dangerous loss if that were true.

      “If there’s something here, I expect us to detect it.”

      “How do you detect it? Your magic doesn’t work on the stone of Keyall. What makes you think that it would work to detect the Elder Stone?”

      “It might not. But if it does, maybe we can find it before the Collector reaches it.”

      Carth pushed out with her connection to the flame. Sailing as they were, under the bright sunlight, she felt her greatest connection to that part of her magic. There were some shadows, but not enough for her to use them effectively, and certainly not enough for her to use with any significant power. But the flame—that, she could use.

      It was enough for her to think that maybe there was more to Alistan’s story about the elders and the power that they had gifted to their people.

      “If the elders gifted the people of Keyall a resistance to the shadow magic or flame magic, why is it that not all who live here have that same connection?”

      “You ask an interesting question.”

      “I know that it’s an interesting question. Do you have an answer to it?”

      “Some have speculated that people leaving their homes have changed the connection to the elders, while others speculate that not everyone was equally gifted.”

      She thought of the different types of magic that she knew about and decided that they were from enough unique locations that it was possible. But then there were other types of magic, some that didn’t seem to have the same natural connection. She had faced strange magics, such as the blood priests’, or even things like Boiyn and the enhancements that he could concoct.

      “And what do you think?” she asked Alistan.

      Another wave struck the ship and he squeezed the railing, resisting the power rather than rolling with it as Carth did.

      “I think that there is much in the world that is unexplained. Even people who study these things have not yet come up with satisfactory answers.”

      Carth sent her connection to the flame surging away from her. She used as much power as she could summon, wanting to push out so that she could attempt to search for voids that she couldn’t explain.

      When her magic struck the rock beneath the city, it dissipated. There was nothing there that Carth could detect, certainly nothing that would explain where an Elder Stone might be hidden.

      Carth pulsed again, and again there was no sense of a void.

      “I can see that you’re doing something,” he said.

      “You can see it?”

      “You concentrate when you’re using your power.”

      Alayna had said something similar. It would be a giveaway when she was facing somebody and didn’t want them to know when she used her magic. She would need to be more careful, especially if others could detect what she did.

      “I’m doing something, but I don’t pick up on anything, not as I was hoping I might.”

      “Did you use both of your magics?”

      “You’re asking if I used both of my connections to the elders that you believe I have?”

      He shrugged. “I can’t say for certain whether there is anything to those stories, but if there is, it would explain those who are shadow blessed and those touched by fire.”

      “I’m more than shadow blessed,” Carth said.

      “Are you more than touched by fire?” he asked.

      Carth hadn’t given it much thought. Her connection to the flame had always been there, and it was the reason that she was able to train with the A’ras, but it was the kind of magic that didn’t flow from her quite as easily. It required concentration and significant effort, whereas her connection to the shadows was almost an unconscious one.

      “I don’t know how to describe my connection to that magic,” Carth said. She took a few steps back, moving into the faint shadows that came off the sails and drawing upon them, sending her connection beneath the water and surging it forward. If there was any way to detect anything with the shadows, she needed to have a strong connection to them, which meant that she had to borrow from the shadows she could pick up here, beneath the sails.

      As she had experienced with the connection to the flame, when her shadow magic struck the rock beneath Keyall, it dissipated, melting away.

      “Did you try again?”

      “You couldn’t tell I was concentrating?” she asked.

      Alistan shook his head. “I didn’t notice anything that time. You moved back, so I suspected you were intending to try something.”

      “The shadows.”

      “And?”

      “And I couldn’t detect anything.”

      “What did you hope to find?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? Why have me sail out here if you didn’t expect to detect anything?”

      Carth smiled. “That’s not it. I thought that I might find an emptiness—a void—that would explain where the Elder Stone might have been hidden. If this Elder was connected to water, I wondered whether he might have placed it beneath the sea.”

      But she hadn’t detected anything, which meant that either there was nothing here—which, as she thought about it, was quite likely—or there was no way for her and her magic to detect it.

      “Were there other elders that were more closely aligned with the sea?”

      “Now you’re starting to believe the story?” Alistan asked.

      “I don’t know that I believe, but the people who would have come before—the people who had built this temple—would have.”

      “Why would that matter?”

      “Maybe one of the other elders would be better equipped to detect where this was hidden.”

      Alistan frowned and tapped on his jaw. “It is an interesting suggestion. I have thought that by bringing natives to Keyall with me, I might have some answers, but…”

      “They won’t share with you how to find it.”

      “They claim that they cannot detect anything.”

      “You’re an outsider, and you’re looking for something that is sacred to them. They wouldn’t help, even if they believed that your interest was benevolent.”

      And Carth wasn’t certain that his interest was entirely benevolent. He still might be after wealth, or might even be interested in using the Elder Stone to gain more power within Keyall.

      Carth hadn’t discarded the idea that Alistan was working on behalf of the Collector, but the more time she spent with him, the less likely she thought it was that he was working on behalf of the Collector—at least, not intentionally.

      “Even if there were other connections to the Elder here, I don’t know of any who could help.”

      “What of the Great Watcher?”

      “Your companion?”

      “If we can find her, maybe her magic could help find the Elder Stone.”

      That was, if the Collector hadn’t managed to force Alayna to help him first.

      Alistan nodded and they continued sailing, working their way along the coast, zigzagging back and forth. Every so often, Carth would pulse with her connection to either the shadows or the flame, but she never detected anything that would make her think that there was an item of power—nothing more than the stone that comprised Keyall.

      From time to time, she would try combining her magic, but she had no different outcome. If there was anything here, she was not able to come up with it.

      “We can return,” Carth said.

      “Have you come up with anything?” Alistan asked.

      She shook her head. “I haven’t come up with anything, and I am increasingly certain that I won’t.”

      Alistan made his way to the back of his ship and spoke a few words to the captain. They sailed toward the port, and Carth jumped off. “If you hear anything about my friends…”

      “I will send word,” Alistan said.

      Carth wandered up the road leading back into Keyall, ignoring the traffic along the path. There were other ships docked, and she passed a few of the merchants as she went.

      She was troubled. There had to be something here. The Collector had come to Keyall searching for power, and he had guided Carth here for a reason. It had to be the Elder Stone, but what if that didn’t exist? What if everything she had been through was for a myth?

      When she reached the city, she wandered along the edge of the rock, looking out at the sea. Water below slammed into the rock, creating a froth. Gulls circled, calling out as they swooped down toward the water before pulling back up. A few were quite large and reminded her of birds that she had seen in other ports that she’d visited.

      None of the ports were quite as dramatic as what she’d experienced in Keyall, and none had the same dramatic slope of rock sweeping toward the sea. This place was unique among all the places she had been. It was unique in the fact that her magic was nearly ineffective here. It was unique in everything that she had lost.

      She reached the outskirts of the city and continued onward. In the distance, she caught sight of the gear house and the platform leading down to the prison cells. She hesitated there but found the gear house unoccupied, so she stepped onto the platform, lowering herself down. She moved slowly, at first staring out at the water before turning back and examining the rock. It was smooth, as if this entire section of rock had been cleaved free as it sheared away, leaving only the city rising above. On either side, the rock sloped down and eventually changed over to something other than this strange black stone that fought her magic.

      She pulsed against the stone, testing her magic as she went, but nothing happened other than the platform swinging away from the wall before slamming back into it. It could do nothing to damage the rock.

      She reached the cell where her friends had been held and sent a sweep of her connection to the S’al into the cell, but she detected nothing. She tried again with the shadows and came up with nothing there either.

      The room was strange. This one had a lower ceiling than the one she had been confined in but was larger, sweeping much deeper into the rock and running beneath the city itself.

      Alistan had suggested that the pockets here were naturally formed, but she couldn’t fathom how such a thing might have happened. Nothing seemed to penetrate the stone, and unless it had been formed in this way, she couldn’t see how it would have been created. Oftentimes, she knew, caves were formed by water rushing in over years, countless centuries wearing away the openings in the rock. Other caves were formed by men chipping away at the stone, searching for iron ore, copper, or rarer metals like lorcith.

      Carth brought herself lower. Unlike when she had escaped from her prison, she had a chance to evaluate the rock around her as she made her way down. In addition to being perfectly smooth, there were other cells—at least, openings in the rock—scattered along the face of the cliff. Most were inaccessible to her, and she didn’t dare risk jumping off the platform, especially as she wasn’t certain whether she could return, and she knew that her magic would not be effective to get her back here.

      She continued lowering herself and reached her cell.

      There were traces of energy still emanating from it, enough that she could detect that she had been here. Had she burned off so much of her magic that it was obvious to anyone attuned to it that she had been here?

      Carth pulsed through the cell, sending flame and shadows sweeping through it.

      Unlike before, it seemed as if her magic went in, then continued sweeping deeper into the rock.

      That was strange. Had she imagined it? She attempted again, and again the shadows and the flame continued into the rock, sweeping not only through the cave, but elsewhere.

      It was more than simply dissipating.

      Was there anything below her cell? Could there be others closer to the sea?

      A fall from there wouldn’t be fatal as a fall from where she had been held would have been, though even her fall wouldn’t have been as dangerous as were her friends to have fallen from their cell.

      When she was nearly twenty feet above the sea level, Carth found another opening. This one was long and narrow and led deep into the rock. She sent her magic into it, searching for anything that might help her get a sense of how far into the rock this opening went. It was narrower than where she had been held, and the ceiling of this shaft was much lower than even the one where her friends had been held. It was wide enough for her to crawl into and deep enough that she could not pick up the back side of the cave.

      Where did it go?

      Carth crawled into the cave, glancing back at the platform, worried that someone up above might discover that she was there and begin raising it. She wasn’t so far away from the water that she feared plunging in from here, but with the strength of the waves, she could easily be slammed into the water and she worried that she would be crushed.

      As she crawled, she tried to detect how far into the cliff the tunnel went, but the longer she went, the harder it was to determine. It seemed to continue onward, pressing deeper and deeper into the rock. This was just as smooth as the tunnel where she had been held, and while she had a claustrophobic sort of sense, at no point did the ceiling begin to squeeze lower. It seemed an almost uniform height. The floor here was mostly smooth, though there was almost an undulating appearance to it, as if some great serpent had crawled through the rock as it had escaped.

      There was no sign of anything else and she feared crawling too deep, mostly out of fear that she would get stuck. She began to retreat, unable to turn around and forced to crawl backward. When she reached the opening to the cave, she crawled a little farther back and realized that there was nothing there.

      The platform was gone.
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      Carth crawled along the edge of the rock, her back to the cliff as she stared at the water. She glanced up but saw no sign of the platform. Whoever had stolen it from her had left no trace of it. It was possible that one of the constables had returned to the gear house and noticed it was missing. If that were the case, then it was possible that they would return and find her here. She hadn’t decided what she would do with the constables if she encountered them again, but she didn’t want to get into a fight.

      The only other option was jumping, and that left her nervous.

      Could she clear the froth?

      It would require a powerful jump, one that would carry her out and away from the rock and let her have a chance of swimming.

      From there, she would have to swim to Keyall and try to reach the port. At least the water would be less violent there, but she would be going against the current.

      She glanced up and saw the platform moving.

      She didn’t want to get into a confrontation with one of the constables, not when she needed to discover more about the city and see if there was anything that might explain what had happened to her friends.

      She pulled on the shadows and connected to the S’al, binding them together, exploding them through her as she pushed off.

      Carth sailed through the air, streaking ten, then twenty, then thirty feet before she started to descend. She plunged into the cold water.

      She pulled on her connection to the shadows, using them for strength as she swam. It seemed as if her connection was weaker than she thought it should be, making it so that even with her magic, she wasn’t able to swim nearly as quickly as she thought she would.

      Was that related to Keyall’s resistance to her magic?

      Carth swam against the current as she made her way toward Keyall.

      She popped her head above the water and took a gasping breath before diving back down. If she stayed too close to the surface, the waves would attempt to throw her down.

      The water was murky here and she couldn’t see well. Would the shadows cooperate with her at least for that? Could she peel them away so that she could see into the darkness?

      She focused only on the shadows around her and tried to push them away, but as she did, the magic once again seemed to dissipate. Carth shifted her focus and attempted to draw the shadows into her rather than push them away.

      There was a different response. The water began to clear, and she could see fish swimming nearby and could see the rock of the cliff.

      It was much closer than she had anticipated.

      Carth surged shadows and flame through her, exploding away. It propelled her through the water, sending her gliding away from the rock, but with each moment, and with each wave, she was sent backward again. She had to pulse on the shadows and the flame over and over, each time sending herself gliding away from the rock and each time using the shadows and flame together to keep herself from being bashed by the waves and the stone.

      As she went, she pulled on the shadows around her, clearing the water so that she could see. As she went, she encountered a place where the water seemed darker than she had expected. She pulled on the shadows again, but it remained dark. She was slammed backward, toward the rock, and she sent the shadows and the flame through her, thinking to propel herself forward, but it failed.

      Carth was thrown back, but she didn’t strike the rock.

      She was pushed into a cave.

      She tried pushing off using a combination of her magics, but they were ineffective. She tried swimming conventionally but could not get enough strength to drive herself forward. She was pushed back and back, into darkness thick enough that even her ability to peel back the shadows was not able to penetrate it. She tried drawing the shadows into herself, demanding that they swirl into her, but came up with nothing. The darkness lightened, but barely dissipated more than that.

      Unable to fight her way out of the cave, Carth redirected her attention and tried to spin. The water was a constant pressure, driving her backward, and she managed to spin around so that she could at least have warning if she were going to crash into something at the back of the cave.

      The first time she tried, Carth smacked her head on the side of the cave and water drove her backward, scraping her head along the stone. She fought the urge to pass out from the pain.

      She drew on her shadow connection again, pulling the shadows toward her, using that connection to help her fight her way around.

      When she spun again, her leg banged off the stone. She suppressed the urge to cry out.

      Eventually, she would lose consciousness. She couldn’t hold her breath indefinitely, even drawing on the strength from the shadows and the flame as she did.

      She tried again, and her shoulder rammed against the wall. Carth forced herself to ignore it, pushing off with a small explosion so that she could spin. Now that she was no longer fighting the current, she was thrown into the cave, and she drew the shadows toward her.

      She could feel her strength fading. She wouldn’t be able to hold her breath for much longer, and the moment she attempted to draw in a breath, she would suck in a lungful of water and would drown.

      Carth pushed through the waves, letting the water send her forward.

      As she felt her strength begin to wane, she knew that she needed to give one last effort. If she could use her magic, maybe she could get free of the cavern—unless it continued to drop lower and lower, eventually plunging her to her death. If it did, there would be no rescue. No one would know what had happened. Whatever had taken place with Jenna and Alayna would go unresolved. And Boiyn would never have the vengeance he deserved.

      Carth drew as many of the shadows as she could toward her and then surged through that connection, adding an element of S’al to it. She slipped forward, moving faster and faster, the explosion carrying her deeper into the cave.

      She had a vague sense of a change in altitude. Was she going up or was she going down?

      She couldn’t tell. Everything began to blacken around her, though she wasn’t certain how much of that came from the darkness of the water and how much from the darkness within her.

      Something changed.

      At first, she wasn’t certain what it was, but then she realized that the darkness had receded. She began seeing more and more light, everything practically glowing around her.

      Was that her dying mind playing a trick on her, or did she actually see that?

      Carth attempted another explosion, and this one carried her into the brightness.

      She was moving up. There was no doubt about it now, and as her remaining breath faded, Carth tried holding on but wasn’t sure that she could. Another surge, and she managed to pierce through the surface. She took a gasping breath and treaded water, holding herself steady as she tried to focus on where she was and what had happened to her, filling her lungs with air.

      It was hot. The glowing that she had seen in the water was real, and it seemed to infuse everything around her. A lip of rock was nearby and she reached for it and managed to drag herself free of the water. As she sat there, trying to take stock of where she was, she saw she was in a massive cavern. All around her were other dark inlets, openings from other tunnels like the one that had dragged her in here.

      Would she be able to use one of those tunnels to get herself free again?

      What was the glowing?

      It seemed to come from everywhere, from the walls and even the water. That couldn’t be real, could it? Could the water actually have taken on some of the glowing?

      She sat for long moments until her strength began to return. When it did, she stood and started to look around. She needed to find a way out. The pool here seemed to have a pretty uniform level, and she assumed that it was sea level. Surprisingly, there was no sense of the current that she had detected when she was thrown into this cavern.

      She looked for tunnels that seemed to be angling up and out of the chamber.

      There were a few, but they were all high above her. If she could reach one, she hoped that she could reach another. From there, she could try to find one that might lead her back out.

      What had Alistan said about these? They were all naturally formed, but she had a hard time believing that these were natural. Maybe the story about the Elder was true. Maybe there was some powerful being who had created this place and who had left an Elder Stone here. Could she find it? If she could find evidence of the Elder Stone, she might be able to use that with the Collector. At this point, she was willing to trade something like that for her friends, especially if that was what it took.

      Carth jumped to the next tunnel and started into it. After crawling for some ways, it became quite dark and her attempts to use her connection to the shadows to peel out was ineffective.

      She could feel the tunnel narrowing and decided to back out rather than getting stuck. When she reached the central chamber with the pool, she jumped to the next ledge. She slipped a little and frantically grabbed at the rock, instinctively trying to use her magic to propel her before giving up as it slipped away from her.

      She managed to get a handhold and dragged herself into the tunnel. She hesitated for a moment, taking deep breaths as she slowed her breathing, trying to steady her pounding heart, and then started into the opening. Much like in the last one, the darkness began to overwhelm her, and she crawled until she felt the walls of the cave closing around her. She backed out, and when she reached the pool, she looked for another opening.

      The next one was quite a bit above her, and she took a moment to compose herself before attempting to jump. When she thought she was ready, she surged off with an explosion of magic. She reached the lip of the tunnel and slipped.

      Carth swore as she plummeted back into the pool.

      She crawled back onto the rock lip that had previously given her a place to rest and gathered herself before jumping from opening to opening and trying again. This time, she managed to reach the entrance to the cave and pulled herself in. She crawled longer than she had in the others before needing to back up.

      Carth looked up, searching for how much higher she could try before the entrances were no more. The top of the cavern was dozens of feet overhead. There were nearly as many openings that let in here.

      She would keep trying. Whatever else happened, she had to keep trying and somehow find a way to get herself free.
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      Carth was exhausted. She had tried over a dozen different openings, and each of them had closed around her, forcing her back. She had plummeted back into the water several times, and each time she did, she had to start all over, forcing her to use even more strength. She was quite aware of the fact that her connection to her magic was not as potent as she thought it should be. It was different than simply not working when it came to attempting to use it on the stone that comprised the city below her. This was more that she had a reduced connection to her magic.

      Maybe this far into the rock, whatever it was that influenced her ability was more potent.

      She crawled forward, expecting nothing different than she had found in each of the other locations. This tunnel sloped upward more than some of them had, and she was thankful that it didn’t narrow quite as much. After a while, the sides began to squeeze around her, but she continued longer than she thought she should, determined to find some way to get free.

      There came a point where her shoulders brushed against the walls and she pulled them in, continuing forward. She dreaded the idea of getting stuck here, knowing there was nothing her magic could do to get her free, but she was determined to find some way out.

      The tunnel narrowed again, and she knew she had to back up.

      As she started to, she noticed something was different.

      There was a hint of a breeze.

      None of the other tunnels had had a breeze, and certainly none that blew against her, toward the central chamber.

      Did that mean this one opened up to the outside?

      If it did, could she push herself forward a little more and somehow manage to get out?

      She had to try. Even if it meant she risked getting stuck, it was the first time she’d had the sense that she could get out.

      Carth crawled forward. Now she had to pull her shoulders all the way in, and doing so limited her movements. She pushed forward with her toes, scurrying forward. Each movement was difficult, limited by the confined space.

      She began to struggle to catch her breath, not fully able to take a deep breath.

      Carth considered turning back, even if it meant that she would have to scratch her way along the stone, but another gust of wind came through, and this time it was unmistakable. She noticed the scent of salt on the wind, and it mixed with the familiarity of the sea.

      She had to be close, didn’t she?

      Another push, and this time she was jammed into the rock, unable to move.

      She swore to herself and gathered the shadows and the flame, wrapping them around her and sending them through her feet, trying to trigger an explosion that would propel her forward, regardless of how much it might scrape her along the stone. She needed to get free and feared what might happen if she were unable to do so. It would be a horrible way to die.

      The explosion managed to push her forward enough that she was able to grab at the stone, and she crawled. The opening seemed to widen here, and she found that she could move a little better.

      She pulled again, and again she managed to get a handhold so that she could pull at the stone, dragging herself along.

      She saw light.

      It was an encouragement, and she hurried forward even faster than she had before.

      And then she reached the outside.

      Carth rested there, gasping in a deep breath, letting the salty air fill her lungs. Far below her was the water, and now that she had experienced it once before, she didn’t think that she could risk trying to survive another plunge. Not only did she not have the strength, she had barely survived the last time.

      She rolled so that she could look up at the smooth sheet of rock comprising the cliff high overhead, an impossible distance.

      She had managed to get mostly free, but she was still trapped here.
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      Carth lay in place, trying to determine what she needed to do. She lost track of how much time had passed but figured it must’ve been several hours. It had been midday when she had first emerged from the cave out into the opening, and now it was nearly dark.

      She would need to make a decision. Would she be willing to jump and risk herself, or would she try to find some way to climb?

      None of the decisions were palatable. Either option left her with danger. If she attempted to climb, she ran the risk of falling into the water, regardless. And if she attempted to jump into the water, she might be high enough to be able to dive far enough out, but there was no telling whether the water was deep enough to survive from here.

      Dusk turned into darkness.

      As it did, Carth noted a soft creaking.

      What was that?

      There was a rhythmic nature to it, and it took a moment for her to recognize that it was the platform being lowered back down.

      Where was the platform?

      It was dark enough that she couldn’t see easily. She pulled on the shadows and saw the outline of movement near her. Surprisingly, the platform was coming down only twenty feet away.

      She couldn’t make out who was on the platform, though perhaps that didn’t matter. All she would need to do would be to reach it.

      The platform stopped slightly above her.

      She heard the sound of feet on the wood of the platform, and the person stepped into the cave.

      Was this one of the constables?

      Could they have captured Jenna and Alayna? That might explain why they were missing.

      No. They had been taken when Linsay had disappeared. This was something else.

      An opportunity.

      Her rest had helped her regain her strength, and Carth jumped.

      It was a controlled jump, not like an explosion that dragged her across the stone. The distance was not so great that she didn’t think herself capable of reaching it. The only challenge for her was the darkness, which made gauging the distance a little more difficult, but even that was not insurmountable.

      She reached the edge of the platform and used it to throw herself up, using the shadows to muffle the sound of her landing. Carth glanced into the cavern, looking to see who might have gone ahead of her. There was no light and no sense of movement. She sent a pulse of S’al into the cave but came up with nothing.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      There was something, but it wasn’t quite what she had expected. There was movement near the back of the cave, and Carth thought that she could detect someone—maybe even someone familiar, but she didn’t dare remain too long. If she were here when whatever constable—or whoever it was in the cave—returned, she would have to decide whether to fight or to flee, regardless.

      Carth chose to climb and hurried up the rope, leaving the platform alone.

      Once back at the top, she backed away from the rock edge and tried to steady her breathing, calming herself, but it was difficult. She had survived. Not only survived, but she had made it back to Keyall, and she could get herself to safety now.

      She would berate herself later for choosing to try and investigate alone, and for risking herself needlessly.

      She figured that she’d been gone for two days, long enough that Alistan might have found something out about her friends, but first she would need to return to the tavern.

      The platform began moving, the ropes making their way back up and into the gear house. If she stayed where she was, she could discover who had lowered the platform—essentially saving her.

      She wanted to know. If nothing else, she thought she needed to know whether someone else had been imprisoned.

      When the platform appeared at the top, a familiar figure appeared.

      Carth remain hidden in the shadows until Talia approached. “How long have you been following me?”

      “What makes you think that I’ve been following you?”

      She frowned. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      Talia had never struggled to peer through her darkness. This despite the fact that Durand claimed that she was not of Keyall, not as others were. She was obviously enough from the city that she had begun to take on the beneficial properties of this place.

      “I’m here. What were you doing in the cells?” Carth asked.

      “It was nothing.”

      “If it was nothing, you would share with me what it was, which tells me that it’s not simply nothing.”

      Talia shook her head. “If you need to know, you can lower yourself down and see if you can figure out which one I entered. There are more than a few caves here.”

      Carth decided not to share with Talia that she was all too familiar with the number of caves lining the rock wall and thought that she could find the one Talia had visited, but she had no intention of lowering herself back down, not after she had just barely managed to survive.

      “What kind of work do you do for him?” she asked.

      “I do many things for the Collector,” Talia said.

      “Why?” Carth asked.

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Carth sighed. “I’d like to try. All I want is to help. Now all I want is to get my friends and leave Keyall, but it doesn’t seem as if I can, not until I find a way to do whatever the Collector needs from me.”

      “You believe there is an Elder Stone in Keyall?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe about them. Alistan has shared with me what he believes, and he certainly seems to think there is something here.”

      “If anyone would understand such things, it would be him,” Talia said.

      Carth wasn’t sure that she cared any longer. “What happens when I’m gone? What will you do for the Collector then?”

      “Whatever it takes.”

      “You’re not denying anymore that you serve him.”

      “What’s the point? You’ve seen through it, at least enough to know that I have no choice in my service.”

      “We all have choices,” Carth said.

      “As I said, you wouldn’t understand.”

      Carth considered her for a long moment. “At least tell me who the Collector is so that I know who I am dealing with. Is it somebody that I’ve already met?”

      An interested smile flickered across Talia’s mouth. “You could say that.” Talia shook her head. “And before you begin thinking that I am the Collector, you should know that I’m not.”

      Carth glanced toward the rock overlooking the city before turning her attention back to Talia. The other woman met her gaze, saying nothing.

      “Let your master know that I will find him, eventually.”

      Talia shook her head. “I don’t know that you will.”

      Carth watched as she left, putting space between them, before heading back into the city. Once there, she made her way toward the tavern. She wanted nothing more than a bed.

      No, she wanted a meal first.

      She stopped in the great room of the tavern and took a seat along the back wall, motioning to an unfamiliar waitress and ordering food and a drink. When the woman brought them back to her, Carth leaned in close. “Has any word been sent for Carth from Alistan Rhain?”

      The woman’s eyes widened slightly. “You’re Carth?”

      Carth nodded.

      “There has been some word, but none knew what it meant. Wait a minute until I can get…”

      The woman didn’t finish before hurrying off. Carth began picking at her food and taking small sips of her drink. After being away for so long, she was incredibly hungry and her mouth was dry. She ate slowly so as not to get sick and glanced up when a figure appeared.

      The man could be Durand’s double.

      “You’re Carth?” the man asked.

      “And you’re related to Durand.”

      The man grinned. “He’s my brother. He asked me to find you and bring word to you.”

      “What kind of word?”

      The man slipped a sheet of paper onto the table. “This was left for you.”

      Carth unfolded the paper. On it was what appeared to be a drawing of a Tsatsun board, one much like she had used to teach Boiyn how to play. “Durand left this for me?” Carth asked.

      “He left it, but he said he didn’t write it. He found it addressed to you and directed to him.”

      Talia. It had to be. Why would Talia have left this for her? What was she supposed to see from the Tsatsun board and the way it was laid out? Carth could make out nothing from the position of the pieces that would make any sort of sense.

      “Thank you,” she said to the man.

      “Does it help you?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know. Not yet.”

      Durand’s brother left the table and Carth turned her attention back to her plate, chewing slowly. Every so often, she would look up at the slip of paper, trying to make sense of what she saw but finding nothing there that was clear.

      When she finished her food and ale, she left coins on the table and made her way up to the room. She pushed the door open, ignoring the stench that had begun to come from Boiyn’s body. She would have to move him before she drew too much attention.

      She sat on the bed next to him, staring at his face. In death, he seemed to have found a certain measure of peace. Boiyn had never been all that at peace in life, always struggling with who he was and what people wanted of him. Carth had hoped to provide a measure of peace for him, but she had failed him.

      Once more, tears streamed from her eyes. Why would Boiyn’s death strike her so much? She had lost others before, but maybe it was because she’d thought that she should be able to protect him and keep him safe, and she had failed.

      It wasn’t only that she had failed, but that she had been so completely outclassed in the process. The Collector had beaten her time and again. And he had taken Boiyn from her.

      She looked over at the Tsatsun board. It had gone untouched. She began moving the pieces, playing out the game, turning it from side to side as she did. She played Boiyn’s side first, and then turned to play Linsay’s side.

      She noticed something strange when she did.

      Linsay’s movements were skilled—and certainly more skilled than what Carth had once given her credit for. But that wasn’t all that she found interesting. It was the way that she moved, the aggression that she had in her movements.

      There was something off about them.

      Carth continued the game, playing one side and then the other, finally setting down the last piece as the Stone was moved across the board, Boiyn’s side the victor, as she had thought when she’d first seen the game board.

      As she sat there, studying the pieces, she realized what it was that troubled her. Linsay’s movements were quite skilled, enough that she would be considered a master of Tsatsun. Not only that, but there was something about Linsay’s play that reminded her of the Collector.

      Carth held the piece, twirling it in her hand, trying to figure out what it was that felt that way. She couldn’t come up with it, not without trying to play it.

      Carth quickly set up the game board again.

      The game played out quickly, with Carth making each move that would be required to position herself in Linsay’s game. Each move helped her see what Linsay would have needed to do in order to reach that point on the game board. Each move brought her a greater understanding of Linsay. And as she played, Carth began to see that Linsay had never applied herself when they had played.

      Carth had suspected that to be the case and thought that Linsay must have been taught by the Collector. And if she had been, then Linsay would be more skilled than she had let on. But what Carth saw was something else.

      The moves that Linsay had made reminded her of the way the Collector maneuvered her. It was unconventional, which was why Carth had such a hard time with it, and her way of playing was unconventional. There was a recklessness to it, though it was a controlled recklessness, and Carth could see how she would have intended to play.

      She paused, resetting the game board and beginning again.

      When she played Tsatsun, it was easy to get into the mindset of her opponent, and as she played this out, it was apparent that Linsay had not expected Boiyn to be as skilled as he was. In order to have her game end up the way that it had, she would have played in such a way that it would have left her unconcerned about what Boiyn might do, convinced that she would easily defeat him. It was only when Boiyn seemed to have caught on and his pieces had shifted that she’d realized that she needed to play with a greater intensity.

      Carth reset the pieces and started again, not certain that she had the right of what she had come across. Maybe she was only imagining what she thought she had come across in the game. She played it out again, and again she came up with the same answer.

      Carth started again, playing with a frantic energy. She turned the board each time she made a move, unsettled by what she saw.

      Once again, she came up with the same answer.

      Resetting the pieces, she played out the game again. This time, she focused on what she could gather from the thought process that Linsay must have used as she played. She had spent so much time trying to understand the Collector, and the answer had been right in front of her.

      There was real skill in the game, and Linsay had not expected Boiyn to pose a challenge, never seeing his mind the same way that Carth did. And Carth had recognized the beauty of Boiyn’s mind and recognized that he could be helpful to her, and could help challenge her, so that she could become a better Tsatsun player.

      Even after working with Boiyn as often as she had, it appeared Linsay had not appreciated his brilliance in quite the same way.

      When she set up the game another time, moving through it deliberately, bringing the pieces to the point where she had found the game board, she knew with certainty. The answer that she had been missing came to her.

      Now she had to go to Talia and convince her that she knew the Collector’s secret.
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      Alistan looked over at Carth. He was dressed all in black, with a heavy cloak hanging around his shoulders. There was a bit of an evening wind, and there was a chill to it, but not enough to need a cloak quite like that. Carth was dressed more simply, in little more than a shirt and pants, her arms crossed over her chest as she stared into the darkness, parting the shadows with a gentle pull.

      “Are you sure about this?” Alistan asked.

      He hadn’t questioned her when she had come to ask him to accompany her. She needed him with her, if only to confirm something for herself. Alistan had agreed, though she had needed to explain where she had been the last few days. When she had described what had happened to her, he had studied her with his strange, dark, unreadable expression. He had said nothing. She had a sense that he was disappointed, though she wasn’t certain why.

      “More certain than I’ve been in quite some time,” she said.

      “And you learned all of this from playing Tsatsun?”

      Carth closed her eyes and couldn’t shake the image of the game board sitting in front of her. It seemed to be burned into her mind, an answer that she should have come up with long before she had. She had failed, but perhaps not in the way that she had at first believed. Her failure had been one of an abundance of trust.

      It was odd to think that, especially as she was not naturally trusting. Yet that was the only answer she could come up with.

      “You don’t have to do this, Carth. I believe you. I will speak on your behalf to the tribunal, so that they will understand what you’ve gone through.”

      Carth looked over at him. “You will speak on my behalf? And what have I done to convince you?”

      “You’ve proven that you have no interest in abandoning the laws of Keyall.”

      “Don’t I? I came to Keyall and have done nothing but defy your laws.”

      “You don’t want me to speak on your behalf?”

      “I’d like to know what side you’re on,” Carth said, holding him with a steady gaze. To his credit, Alistan didn’t blink and made no attempt to turn away. Carth had already known that he had a steeliness to him and wasn’t surprised that he seemed unmoved by her effort to intimidate him.

      “I’m on the side of knowledge,” he said.

      “We’ll see.”

      They didn’t have to wait long. Talia appeared out of the darkness, her shadowed figure slowly becoming clearer. Even at night, she cut a striking figure, and irritation bubbled up within Carth.

      “You summoned me?” Talia asked with a smile.

      Carth nodded. “I did.”

      “Why? You’ve already concluded that I work on behalf of the Collector. And you’ve already decided that fact frustrates you.”

      Carth shrugged. “I think that your service to the Collector has been longer than I’ve ever considered.”

      “And what do you mean by that?” Talia asked.

      “Only that you and the Collector know each other better than I realized. I had thought to save you from the Collector, but that’s not possible now, is it?”

      Talia frowned at her. Carth could feel the heat of Alistan’s gaze on her and avoided looking over at him. For this, Talia needed her attention, and Carth needed to keep her focus on Talia so that she could determine whether she had read the situation correctly or not.

      “And why do you think that is?”

      Carth shook her head. “You can have the Collector come out. I suspect she’s observing.”

      “You really do overestimate yourself, Carth.”

      “Maybe I have in the past, but I don’t think so, not this time. This time, I’m quite certain that I have the right of what I suspect.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Her identity.”

      Talia didn’t blink, but she heard Alistan’s breath catch.

      “Now. I would like for her to come forward. Otherwise…”

      Talia frowned. “Otherwise what? What do you think that you would do, Carthenne? Do you think to accuse me of being the Collector? You’ve claimed I serve her often enough that changing it to me being her would be something entirely different.”

      “You’re not denying my statement.”

      “And what is that?” Talia asked.

      “Have the Collector step forward. Tell Linsay—or whatever her name actually is—to come forward.”

      She still wasn’t certain from Alistan or his reaction whether he had known. Carth still wasn’t a hundred percent convinced that she had this completely right, but the time that she had spent playing Tsatsun over and over again had shown her a way of thinking that didn’t make sense, not for someone who wasn’t a highly skilled master player.

      Everything that she had seen from that game board had screamed that Linsay was something else: the very person that Carth had been searching for.

      Carth didn’t know whether Linsay would expose herself, but if she was right, this was the next move in the game. If nothing else, Linsay had wanted her to learn her identity.

      Or maybe she hadn’t. Maybe that was the reason for Boiyn’s death.

      “You certainly take your time coming to a conclusion,” she heard from the darkness. The voice sounded like Linsay, but there was a different element within it that Carth didn’t recognize. An arrogance.

      It was Linsay, but it was not.

      “You’ve been with me the entire time. You’ve been watching me the entire time. Why, if you only wanted to use me?”

      “Why? The challenge. You’re a player of Tsatsun, Carthenne. I’d think that you of all people would understand the why.”

      “After everything that you’ve seen me do, this is how you repay me?”

      Carth had chosen her words carefully, mostly curious about what response she would elicit from Linsay. Spending time playing as her had given her a different insight, and she thought that she understood, but she needed the confirmation. She needed Linsay to prove it, and the one way that Carth knew to get her to do that involved coercing her into a reaction.

      “And what have you done for me?”

      “I brought you to safety. I gave you connections, friends, and you attacked them.”

      Linsay shrugged. “Boiyn was troublesome from the beginning. It was good that he hadn’t played Tsatsun, or I think he might have spoiled this surprise long before. He really did have a bright mind.”

      “And you killed him because he learned your secret? Or did you kill him because he was going to win?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters. You knew Boiyn, so you know it matters.”

      “Boiyn knew what I wanted him to know of me, much as you knew what I wanted you to know of me.”

      “And you wanted me to find you like this? Why? What is it that you needed me to do that you couldn’t do yourself?”

      Linsay laughed as she stalked toward Carth. She wore a long, flowing black cloak with the hood pulled up, nearly covering her face. “I remembered hearing stories of a powerful woman. She was said to have trained with the A’ras, and she forged an alliance that was never believed possible, and she was known to have an affinity for gaming. It took some digging, but I was able to learn that you played Tsatsun, and when I learned that, I needed to know more.”

      “Tsatsun? That’s what this is all about?”

      “Even you know that it is more than just a game,” Linsay said. “Even you know that Tsatsun allows you to peer into another person’s mind in a way that anyone other than Alayna would never appreciate.”

      Carth frowned at the mention of Alayna. The people of Elaeavn were said to have individuals with the capability of reading one’s mind, much as Alayna could catch glimpses of possibilities.

      “Where are they? What have you done to Jenna and Alayna?”

      Linsay tipped her head with a smile. “What did you mean when you told Talia that she had known me longer than you had given her credit for?”

      “You’re sisters. Isn’t that it?”

      Talia glanced over at Linsay. “I told you that you underestimated her.”

      “Underestimated her? She’s sailed with me for months, and never once did she question the fact that I seemed to be steering her this way the entire time.”

      “I didn’t question it because I trusted you.”

      “And that was your mistake,” Linsay said.

      Carth shrugged. “It was a mistake, but it’s one I was willing to make. It’s one I was happy to make. I would do it again for others I cared for if it meant that I was able to help them. Why else would I have brought you in and made you a part of what we were doing if I couldn’t trust you?”

      “Yes. We are sisters. Talia has remained on Keyall, searching for answers on my behalf.”

      “The Elder Stone?” She glanced at Alistan, and she realized that he had been watching Linsay with a mixture of surprise and uncertainty. He hadn’t known that she was the Collector. Which meant that perhaps he could be trusted, at least more than Talia.

      “The Elder Stone is real,” Linsay said. “I tried to get you to listen before all of this, but…” She shook her head. “You had to trust Boiyn. And if you’ve spoken to Alistan, then you’ve heard the same stories that he has shared with others. He believes that Elder Stones exist in many different parts of the world, not only in Keyall. I believe it is his theory that your magic comes from the power of an Elder Stone. Isn’t that right, Alistan?”

      Alistan locked eyes with Linsay. “They won’t let you find it. They won’t let me find it, and I’ve lived here for years.”

      Linsay chuckled. “Oh, I’m quite certain of that. Talia was here long enough to be considered a part of the city. She should have been able to find the whereabouts of the Elder Stone, but alas, it was not to be.”

      “Why this one?” When Linsay studied her, Carth looked around. They were at the edge of the city, near the rocky coast leading down to the water splashing far below. A few notes of smoke hung in the air from cook fires scattered throughout the city, and a fragrant scent drifted from the distant forest, but that was little more than an undertone. “Why is this Elder Stone so important to you? If what Alistan believes is accurate, then there should be Elder Stones in other places.”

      “I’m quite certain there are. There are Stones in Elaeavn, but they are guarded by the Elvraeth who rule in the city. The Stones of your homeland have been lost. Otherwise, the Reshian never would have abandoned Ih. And then there is Lashasn, and the story of Ras. If there ever was an Elder Stone there, it has been lost long ago—so long ago that the memory of it has faded from the world.”

      “There would have to be others. If what Alistan has told me is true, there would have to be other Stones, not just those.”

      She shrugged. “It is possible, but this seemed to be the most likely candidate, and the easiest to reach. The others will come in time.”

      “Easiest? You’ve stationed your sister on this rock for how many years? Five? Ten? Long enough for her to begin to show some effects.” Carth glanced at Talia. “Have you told her that? Have you revealed to your sister—the Collector—that you have developed an immunity to the shadow magic so that you can see through my cloaking?”

      Talia’s gaze drifted to the ground and Carth was pleased to know that she had read that correctly.

      “You haven’t told her, have you? Why not? What do you think to hide from your sister, the woman who placed you here, forcing you to serve her?”

      Linsay grinned at Carth. “Now you think to divide us? You really haven’t learned anything yet. She won’t betray me. She can’t betray me.”

      “And why is that?”

      Linsay only shook her head. “Now, as to your task. I would have you find the Elder Stone and bring it to me.”

      “If you’re the Collector, why can’t you gather the Stone and bring it?”

      “I’m afraid it won’t work like that. Only someone touched by the elders is able to reach one of the Stones. You, Carthenne Rel, have proven that you’re touched by the elders. Perhaps more than touched, I suspect. Which is why you have to be the one to find the Stone.”

      “Why?”

      “I won’t be able to find it, and even if I could, I doubt that I’ll be able to use it. That is why you must bring it to me.”

      “And if I don’t?” She thought she knew what Linsay would say, but she needed the confirmation. Hearing it this way—from someone who was supposed to be a friend—was hard, but necessary.

      “You aren’t that ruthless, Carth. I know you too well.”

      “You didn’t answer.”

      “I didn’t think I needed to. If you don’t do this, then Jenna and Alayna will die.”
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      Carth sat with a barely touched glass of wine in her hands. Alistan tipped it to her lips, encouraging her to drink. She did so reluctantly, inhaling the heady scent of the fruit. It was good wine, the kind that she expected from a man like Alistan, the type of wine she suspected he had sourced from some difficult-to-reach locale, if only to brag about how hard it had been for him to acquire it.

      “You can’t sacrifice the Elder Stone for the sake of your friends.”

      Carth took another drink, licking her lips. She could say no. That was the predicament she was in. It would be easy enough to deny Linsay’s request and refuse to even search for the Stone, even if she thought she could find it, which she wasn’t entirely certain about. But Linsay had played her, and Carth knew that she had. Taking Boiyn from her had made her aware of her failings, an act that was so cold and calculating that Carth had to appreciate the gamesmanship within it.

      It was the kind of maneuver she would never be able to make.

      Maybe she would never be able to beat the Collector—Linsay. If she were willing to be that ruthless and Carth was not, how could she ever overcome her?

      “I’ve already lost so many,” she said. “I can’t stomach the idea of losing them too. They’re important to me. They came here because of me.”

      “They came here because she coerced you into coming.”

      Carth sighed. She was thankful that Alistan had not been working with the Collector, at least not knowingly. He had employed Talia, though from what he said, many people in Keyall had employed Talia. That was how she had made herself useful—practically indispensable.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I need to help them,” she said. She took another drink of the wine. It made her feel lightheaded and she welcomed the sensation, not sending a surge of S’al through herself as she often did to clear the effects. She needed to revel in the headiness of the wine.

      “Can you help them and not help Linsay?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” That was the question, and it was one that Carth didn’t have a good answer for. Somehow, she would have to determine whether she could help her friends, but she felt increasingly certain that she couldn’t. Linsay had proven her ruthlessness in her willingness to kill Boiyn.

      That was a message to Carth, a way that, once Carth discovered her identity, she could force Carth to do what she wanted.

      And it would work.

      How could it not, when Carth couldn’t imagine leaving her friends to suffer—to be tortured, and ultimately killed—the same way that Boiyn had?

      “You could use the constables,” Alistan said.

      Carth looked over. “Could I? They’re immune to my magic because they are descendants of Keyall.”

      He nodded.

      “But they aren’t immune to the manipulations of the Collector. It’s possible that she has had Talia gathering information on them for her, to coerce them into doing what she wants.”

      Alistan sighed. “It is possible.”

      “Is there anything else you know about the Elder Stones that might help me know what needs to be done?”

      Alistan nodded to his shelves. “I have spent many years searching for information about the Elder Stones. All that I have is contained here, but even that is not complete. Most of what I have is conjecture, stories that come from stories that come from other stories. Keyall is unique in that there are the remains of the temple, but there is nothing within the temple that would explain anything about this place or these people.”

      “And there’s no place where this artifact could ever be found,” Carth said.

      “It’s possible that there is some ancient hiding place for it, but…”

      “But you’ve searched and haven’t found anything,” Carth said.

      Alistan nodded. “I’ve searched, and I have not found anything,” he agreed.

      Carth sighed. She took another drink of wine, finishing the glass. Alistan refilled it and left the bottle on the table near her. Her mind struggled to work through what she needed to do, continuing to encounter the same barriers each time. Whatever she tried to do, she would run into the need to save Jenna and Alayna, and she couldn’t do that without finding the Elder Stone.

      “Then they are lost,” Carth said.

      “I’m sorry, Carthenne Rel. I wish there was something that I could say or do to help you, but there’s nothing that I know. I’ve tried, but the people here have prevented me from knowing.”

      Carth took another slow sip of her wine before she sat up. The people of this place were connected to Keyall in a way that reminded her of how the shadow blessed were connected to Ih or even how those of Lashasn were connected to the S’al.

      That had to be the answer, at least an answer that could help her understand.

      “I need to go to the constabulary.”

      “Finally. They will see if they can help find your friends.”

      “That’s not it,” Carth said. “I don’t think they can help me.”

      “Then what do you intend to do by going to the constabulary?”

      “I hope that they might help me find the Elder Stone.”

      Alistan stared at her as if she were speaking in another language before shaking his head. “They won’t reveal anything to you. If they are truly the descendants of the Elder, they have an obligation to protect him, which means that they won’t reveal his source of power because if they did, they would lose their connection to that power.”

      “That’s fine. They don’t have to reveal it. They just have to take the next step, and I’ll see what I can learn myself.”

      Carth started down the stairs, ignoring Alistan’s shouts for her to slow down.

      She hurried through the city, noting a quiet sort of chaos all around. Finding the constabulary again was easy, especially from here. It was a two-story building near the central plaza and was well lit despite the time of night. She approached the two guards standing watch before the building, and as she did, they both reached for their swords.

      Carth didn’t even try reaching for the shadows. She stopped in front of them, holding her hands up. “I need to speak with Peter.”

      The man nearest her frowned. “You are the one who escaped from the cells,” he said.

      “I’m the one,” Carth said. “I need to speak with Peter.”

      “You’re to be taken into custody and escorted—”

      Carth surged a hint of shadow and flame together, exploding it directly in front of him. “No. There will be no escorting. Now, I ask you again to allow me to speak with Peter.”

      The two men shared a glance before the far man hurried off, leaving the man nearest Carth attempting to appear imposing. He kept his hand on the hilt of his sword, and Carth suspected he was serviceable, maybe even skilled, but undoubtedly he was no match for her, even unarmed as she was.

      It didn’t take long for Peter to appear. His dark eyes were sharp and he showed no signs of sleepiness despite the time of night. “What is this?” he asked, glancing from Carth to Alistan.

      “My apologies, Constable, but this one was determined to speak with you this evening,” Alistan said. “I have tried to convince her to wait until morning…”

      He nodded to the nearest constable. “Take her into custody. We can return her to the cell—”

      “No,” Carth said. “I won’t even allow you to attempt to return me to the cell, not that it would hold me.”

      “It held you well. Someone else rescued you from the cell. Otherwise you would have been trapped there.”

      “Perhaps once, but now I know there’s another way.” Let him believe that she could actually find a way free, even though she wasn’t certain whether she could.

      “There’s no other way out of the cells. That’s why they are as effective as they are.”

      Carth glanced around the plaza. This was where Jenna had once been held and where she had gone wild, reverting to something that she had been prior to Carth finding her and getting her help. It had taken Boiyn and one of his elixirs to rescue her, but her friend still wasn’t all the way returned. Would she struggle just as much now that Linsay had betrayed them? Jenna had struggled to trust the way it was, and it had taken significant coaxing from both Carth and Alayna to draw her out. And she had spent time with Linsay, time that had apparently been misjudged.

      “All I want is a chance to talk with you. Please.”

      Peter glanced from Carth to Alistan, holding his attention on the merchant for the longest before nodding to Carth. “I’ll give you a chance to convince me. If you can’t…”

      Carth nodded. If she couldn’t convince him, then she would have to move on, regardless of whether it required her to fight her way free.

      They made their way inside the constabulary and Carth surveyed the room as she went in, looking around, trying to gauge what it would take for her to break free if she were to need to do so. She pulsed through her connection to the S’al, using it to help her gauge the number of people in the building. There were at least a dozen, enough that it would make a challenge if she attempted to fight her way free, and enough that she suspected more than a few would have to die in order for her to escape.

      She would have to find a way to convince Peter of what she intended, and if she couldn’t, she had to be ready to fight.

      He led her upstairs, and she noted that the walls here were all made of the same stone that the temple had been made of. It wasn’t that the building was comprised of it, but rather sections of stone had been hauled up, positioned along the walls, and mortared into place. Carth smiled to herself. Would it matter that the stone was not a continuous sheet? She suspected that it wouldn’t be nearly as effective that way as if they had used a single sheet.

      Peter motioned to a chair, which Carth took. Alistan stood behind her and paced. Carth glanced back at him and realized that he had a familiarity with this room. He was not uncomfortable here, though why should he be? He had no connection to the shadows or the flame—magics that were ineffective here.

      “Tell me why you felt the need to present yourself to me and demand my attention.”

      “What have you heard about the Collector?” Carth asked.

      “We have had this conversation before.”

      “We have. I would like to know what you have heard.”

      “Nothing more than rumor. This person terrorizes the merchants to prevent trade in the city. You claimed to have rectified that.”

      “I thought I had.” Peter arched a brow. “What if I told you that the Collector was in the city now?”

      “How would you know that?”

      “Because I brought her here.”

      “Her?”

      Carth arched a brow. “You don’t think that someone as terrifying as the Collector could be a her?”

      He grunted and drummed his fingers on the surface of the table. “I have some experience with capable women. I’m not making any sort of assumptions. It’s just that all the rumors I’ve heard of the Collector have stated that this person is male.”

      “To deter others from realizing who she is.”

      “And you know this with certainty?”

      “Much certainty.”

      Peter’s gaze shifted to Alistan, who nodded once.

      Carth frowned. Was it going to be like that? Was Peter going to check with Alistan each time to verify that what Carth said was true?

      “I came to you,” Carth said. “If you choose not to believe me, that is your prerogative.”

      “And if I choose not to believe you, and choose to place you back into your cell?”

      “I can’t allow that.”

      Peter studied her. His drumming fingers stopped. “And now you think to threaten me.”

      “It’s not a threat. I’m simply stating a fact, so that you understand where I’m coming from. I came to you because you might know something that will help me.”

      “And why would I want to help you?”

      “Because the Collector has two people that I care about.”

      “You can prove this?”

      Carth shrugged. “You’ll have to take my word for it.”

      “I’m afraid, Carthenne Rel, that your word does not mean that much to me. You are widely regarded as someone who has little concern for the law, and so I don’t think that I can take your word for it.”

      Carth would have to frame this in a way that would be convincing. How could she convince Peter—a man who lived by the rule of law of Keyall to the point that he punished people in ways that were almost cruel?

      But the answer had been given to her by the Collector.

      “Come with me, and I will show you what the Collector has done.”

      “And just what is that?” Peter asked.

      “Murder. The Collector killed one of my friends.”
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      The tavern had a somewhat somber air as they approached. There was no music drifting out through the door, none of the same liveliness that Carth was accustomed to from this place. She raised her hand as they approached, halting Alistan, but Peter continued onward, ignoring her.

      “Something’s wrong here,” she said.

      Alistan glanced from Carth to the tavern. “This is in a less reputable part of the city, so I would imagine that something is wrong here often.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that.”

      Peter pulled the door open and Carth was not surprised to find the tavern empty. Trays of food were untouched on tables, and there were mugs of ale that were half-drunk.

      “Where is everybody?” Alistan asked.

      “As I said, something is off.”

      Peter looked around and his hand went to the hilt of his sword, unsheathing it slightly. “You have stayed here?”

      “Not when it’s been like this.”

      “When was the last time you were here?”

      She shrugged. “Earlier today. It’s where I realized who the Collector was.”

      Peter looked around before heading to the kitchen. Unsheathing his sword, he pushed the door open and sucked in a breath.

      Carth hurried forward to join him. When she reached Peter, she shook her head.

      Three bodies lay in the kitchen, each with their wrists slit, much as Boiyn’s had been. A knife lay on the floor, blood coating the blade. Carth didn’t have to get too close to recognize the knife.

      It was one of Jenna’s.

      Peter crouched in front of the knife and studied it for a few moments before looking up at Carth. “Your companion carried a knife like this.”

      Carth nodded. “I suspect she carried this knife.”

      “You’re saying your friend did this?”

      “Not this.”

      “I saw the wild look in her eyes. That’s the kind of person who would snap and do this.”

      Carth frowned at him. “Do you really think that I travel with people who would slaughter others in this way?”

      Peter lifted the knife and wiped it clean on one of the dead bodies before stuffing it into his pocket. He wiped his hands on his pants and turned to face Carth. “I’ll tell you what I know. In the time since you’ve come to my city, there have been more crimes than we are accustomed to. My ships have been attacked. Fires have consumed parts of the city. And now I have three dead.” He considered her for a moment before shaking his head. “Do you know what others say about you?”

      “I know exactly what you heard. And much of it is true. I fight for those who cannot fight for themselves. If that involves disrupting the order of places like Asador or Obal or Valin, I have had little compunction in doing so. But if you have paid any attention to the stories that have come out about me, you will know that I do not kill innocents. I help those who need it. Sometimes that leads me into darkness, and sometimes it takes me places that I would rather not go, but I have done so willingly because I have the power to do so.”

      Carth looked away from Peter, noting the slashed wrists of the nearest body. “There are bad people in the world. There are a great number of bad people. Some of them have as much power as I do, or more. Who would fight them if I don’t?”

      “The law fights them,” Peter said quietly.

      Carth looked up. “If only that were the case. If all places had such a strict rule of law and no corruption, perhaps I would have faith that the law would protect those who cannot protect themselves, but I have not seen that in my experience. What I’ve seen is that there are many people who suffer, and in a great many cities, those in power do nothing.”

      “And you believe the Collector is responsible for this?” Peter gestured to the bodies.

      “She is.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      Carth sighed. “Because my friend—someone I care very dearly for—was killed in the same way.”

      “When?” Peter asked.

      Carth’s eyes narrowed. “Does it matter?”

      “It matters,” Peter said.

      “Several days ago.”

      “And you kept this to yourself?”

      “I’m afraid my experience in Keyall has not given me the greatest faith in its legal system.”

      “On the contrary, I would think that your experience in Keyall would give you great faith in the legal system. You’ve seen how little tolerance I have for those who seek to violate our laws.”

      “And if I had come to you as I did tonight and told you that the Collector was responsible but that I didn’t know who it was? What would you have done?”

      “And now you know who this person is—that’s why you brought it to me tonight?”

      “No. If I didn’t have great need, I probably wouldn’t have brought it to you.”

      And maybe these people wouldn’t have died, she realized.

      Linsay had likely killed them to make it seem as if Boiyn’s murder had been done by Jenna, trying to tie others into discord. It was the same way that she had played Tsatsun with Boiyn.

      Now that Carth understood that, would there be any way for her to counter it?

      “Then why do you need me?” Peter asked.

      Carth glanced at Alistan, who had been mostly silent since they had reached the tavern. Carth didn’t blame him. If he was nothing more than a merchant, regardless of how profitable he was, he might not have much experience with death. Carth had unfortunately seen her share of the dead and had killed more than she cared to remember.

      “The Collector searches for something in Keyall. That’s why she had me bring her here.”

      “You brought her here, and now you claim that you know what she’s after?”

      “I know what she’s after because she has asked me to acquire it for her.”

      “And what is that?” Peter asked.

      “Were you born in Keyall?”

      Even before he answered, Carth knew that Peter was from Keyall, even more so than many of the people she had met while here. It explained his innate ability to resist her magic, the connection he had that protected him from both the shadows and the flame, though it didn’t fully explain how he was able to use his cloak, the same sort of cloak that others she’d encountered in the city had, to protect himself.

      She regarded him for a moment, noting the darkness to his skin and the slight slope to his eyes, features that identified him as someone from Keyall.

      “I am from Keyall,” Peter said.

      “And do you worship the same god as your ancestors?”

      “Why are you asking?”

      “It’s not meant to be disrespectful. It’s simply a question.”

      “My people have worshiped the god that the city was founded on for generations.”

      “And if I used the phrase Elder Stone, how would you react?”

      His eyes twitched, narrowing the slightest amount. Had Carth not been watching him for his reaction, she wondered if she would have even noticed. A man like Peter would have been a skilled gamer, able to conceal his response much better than many men could do. That ability would have served him well.

      But he wasn’t able to conceal it entirely.

      “You’ve heard of it.”

      “And if I have?” His gaze darted toward Alistan, and Carth nodded.

      “Alistan has shared with me what he has discovered of the Elder Stone,” Carth said.

      “He will not find it.”

      “No. I suspect that, were he to have found it, he would have done so before now. But this other—the Collector—she could very well find the Elder Stone. And if she does, I guarantee that she will use it. I’ve met many people from Keyall, and I suspect all of them feel the same, that they want this artifact protected.”

      “Artifact? Is that what you would consider it to be?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know what else to call it. It’s an item that is believed to grant power. Would you have me believe otherwise?”

      “You know nothing about the people of Keyall. Your disregard for our customs makes that clear, much like Alistan has disregarded our customs, and this after he was granted permission to serve on the tribunal.” He turned and glared at Alistan. “I would have thought that you would have a different understanding now that you serve in a position of leadership. It is disappointing that you do not.”

      “I’ve made no secret of my interest in this item.”

      “No secret, and I imagine that your interest is what has drawn the Collector.”

      That was a possibility Carth hadn’t considered. What if Alistan’s interest and his pursuit of the Elder Stone, searching for information and lore about it, was what had drawn the Collector?

      When—and if—she ever managed to confront Linsay about it, she would have to ask.

      “Do I need to honor your customs in order to know that another would do them harm? Just because I value something different than you doesn’t make my values less than yours.”

      “But you’re in our land, not yours. You would come here and flaunt your power, demanding that we follow your customs while you ignore ours. Carthenne Rel, you are exactly what I feared you would be based on the rumors that have come of you.”

      Peter glanced down at the fallen bodies. “I will have other constables come and remove them, and we will investigate what happened here, but to me, it is clear what happened. Your friend,” he said, pulling out the knife from his pocket and flashing it toward Carth, “attacked these people. I don’t know quite why, but I will find out. The punishment for this is death.”

      “And yet you still aren’t willing to at least hear me out about the Collector.”

      “I’ve heard you, but the evidence is compelling. As is your disregard for everything in my city. I don’t know that I can hold you—you’ve proven that you are capable enough to escape from our custody—but that doesn’t mean I have to assist you. If you truly care about those who cannot help themselves, you would leave Keyall.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “I will ensure that my people search for you. We are not without capability of our own.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      He stared at her for a moment. “It is a statement of fact.”

      With that, he turned and left the tavern, leaving Carth with Alistan and the bodies.

      “That went about as well as I thought it might,” Carth said.

      “What do you intend to do?” Alistan asked.

      She had been forced into a difficult situation, just the way she suspected Linsay had intended. She could leave, but Jenna and Alayna would suffer. If she remained, she would be hunted by the constables, and it was possible that she would be attacked, possibly by men who could harm her.

      How was she going to get her friends to safety?

      “Do you have any books on Tsatsun in your library?”

      “You think of gaming at a time like this? You heard Peter. If you remain in Keyall, he intends to hunt for you. I’ve seen much of your magic, so I recognize how powerful you are, but there are limits to your power against so many.”

      “I don’t intend to fight Peter or any of his constables.”

      “Then why are you looking for books on Tsatsun?”

      “Because this is a game to Linsay.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she’s a master of Tsatsun, and to Tsatsun masters, everything is a game.” Because it had been to her, she didn’t add. Wasn’t that what her friends had complained to her about? And now they were caught in a game, and it was one they could not win.

      Alistan regarded her for a few moments and then looked down at the bodies around them. The color had leached out of his face, and Carth felt a little regret at the fact that she had doubted him. But then, he had given her no reason to believe him or to trust him.

      “I might have a few volumes,” he said.

      “Will you show them to me?”

      “If I do, will you involve me in your search for the Elder Stone?”

      Carth thought she could search without him, but having an ally would be helpful, even if he was someone whom she didn’t completely trust. At the same time, Carth didn’t think that Alistan would attempt to double-cross her. He truly seemed interested in discovering whether the Elder Stone was real and, if it was, learning more about it.

      “Tell me truthfully, Alistan. If you had found the Elder Stone, what would you have done with it?”

      “There’s not much that could be done with it.”

      “Why is that? I thought you would want it for money or for power. Are you trying to say that you would want neither?”

      “You don’t understand, Carth. All of the stories are quite clear that if the Elder Stones are taken from their land, they lose their efficacy. Even if I wanted to attempt to sell the Stone, I could not, not and have it be of any use.”

      “But you could sell access to it.”

      “Do you think that people like Peter or Durand would allow me to sell access to the Stone? How long do you think I would survive—and hold any authority—in Keyall if I were to do such a thing?”

      She stared at him. “You really only wanted it to study?”

      “To study? That’s not it at all. I wanted it because it would be proof.”

      Carth frowned. “Proof?”

      He nodded. “Proof the elders were real. That there are beings of great power that exist in the world, and that we have an explanation for people like yourself, those who are endowed with gifts that others of us cannot even fathom. That is why I want to find the Elder Stone.” He looked around the kitchen before his gaze settled again on Carth. “And yet to convince any from Keyall of that is impossible.”

      “You don’t think that your pursuit of wealth and power has anything to do with that?”

      He flushed slightly. “Perhaps it does.”

      Carth debated what she should do, but she had been watching Alistan as she spoke to him, searching for signs that he would be misleading her, and she saw none. He wasn’t that skilled at masking his emotions, certainly not as skilled as she had assumed when she’d first met him.

      In many ways, he was quite different than what she had assumed he would be—another lesson in caution for her, though after everything that she had been through, she shouldn’t need any more lessons like that.

      “I will include you in my search for the Elder Stone,” Carth said.

      A relieved smile crossed Alistan’s face and he nodded. His eyes narrowed as he turned away from her, and Carth had a fleeting fear.

      What if she was getting played by Alistan as well?

      What if Linsay wasn’t the only one who had managed to outmaneuver her?

      She pushed that thought away as she followed Alistan out of the tavern.
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      The stack of books next to Carth was impressive, but more impressive was the depth of game theory about Tsatsun that she had now collected. Many of the books she had read before, but not all. Several were slim volumes, but they were dense and had taken her a long time to work through, trying to understand some of the concepts presented.

      Carth had considered herself a master of Tsatsun, having felt that her capacity to think hundreds of moves in advance if necessary made her unique. She could tell that there had been others like her before, and they had documented their thought processes as they wrote books like these.

      The bottle of wine resting on the table near her was untouched. Carth didn’t want anything interfering with her thinking as she studied these books. So far, she had come across nothing that would help her confront Linsay, but she had learned new techniques that she had never even considered.

      She finished the book she was reading and leaned back, closing it and setting it off to the side. Alistan looked up from his seat beside her. He casually held a glass of wine.

      “Did you learn what you needed?” he asked. He had asked the same question with each book that she finished and seemed disappointed each time she shook her head.

      “I don’t know that it’s about learning what I need so much as it is trying to come up with different ways to think. Does that make sense?”

      “I have never had the mind for Tsatsun.”

      “How often have you played?” Carth asked.

      “Enough times to know that it is not the game for me. Choslt, on the other hand…”

      Carth frowned. “What is Choslt?”

      “It’s a game of skill with a touch of luck. It allows beginners to think they can gain an understanding, but in order to truly be a skilled player, one must understand the various maneuvers.” He stood and grabbed a book off the shelf, handing it to her. “When you are finished trying to master Tsatsun, this book should give you the basics of playing.”

      Carth flipped open the book and glanced at the first page, which showed a diagram of the game being set up. Carth smiled to herself. It was the strange triangular game that she’d seen played in one of the taverns. It was a game that had more luck than Alistan was giving it credit for and required not nearly as much skill as the type of games that Carth preferred.

      “I’ll take a look. Perhaps when this is all over, you and I could play.”

      Alistan smiled. “I will not take it easy on you. I am known as a skilled player of Choslt.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to take it easy on me. Just like I wouldn’t take it easy on you if we were to play a game of Tsatsun. You can’t learn to play if you don’t get challenged.”

      “Sometimes a challenge can be so much that players are discouraged from learning.”

      Carth had some experience with that. She had seen players who had started to learn Tsatsun and had become increasingly jaded at the complexity of the game, ultimately becoming so frustrated that they gave up any attempt at playing it.

      She leaned back, taking another book and starting through it. This one was older, and Carth had come to feel that some of the older works were more helpful to her as she tried to understand other ways of playing. Some of the older techniques were similar to what she played now, but they were often less mature. Because of that, Carth was able to see variations that she hadn’t identified before.

      It troubled her that she wished to have an actual game of Tsatsun with Linsay. How long had it been since she’d been challenged—truly challenged? Too long.

      And maybe that was the problem. Maybe she had been away from it for so long that she could no longer come back to such mastery, not without training like she had when she first had learned the game.

      Carth sighed and turned to another book, flipping through it quickly. When she finished the book, she glanced up, turning her attention to Alistan. She frowned at him. “What are you reading?”

      Alistan set his book down. “If we’re going to find the Elder Stone, I thought that it would be best to read up on the Elder of Keyall.”

      “Haven’t you spent many years doing just that?”

      He nodded. “I have, but I thought that I could revisit it. There might be something I’ve overlooked.”

      “What do you think you might have overlooked?”

      “That’s just it. I’ve spent so long studying the elders that it’s easy to forget that the stories from each land are slightly different. Those of Keyall are unique to their people, and they are likely the most important ones for us to understand where—and how—to find this source of power.”

      “This place is strange,” Carth said.

      “Strange?” Alistan asked.

      “It’s unique in the way that it has a particular resistance to magic.”

      “But not all magic. If you had abilities tied to one of the other elders, you would likely find that your magic was not restricted as it is now.”

      Would Alayna’s magic be limited? Carth hadn’t tested it, but her abilities came from a different source. And would her ability allow her to find the Elder Stone more easily? Even Jenna had some natural abilities which made her a skilled fighter, something that Carth had taken advantage of and honed during their training sessions.

      “All we need to do is find where the power of the Elder is the greatest and how that influences your ability, limiting it. When we can find that place, I think we will be close.”

      “What did you say?” Carth asked.

      Alistan only shrugged. “Only that it seems that if we can find the part of Keyall where you’re the most limited, we might be able to discover where the power of the Elder is concentrated. I suspect that’s where we will find the Elder Stone.”

      Could that be it?

      “I see that look on your face. The one you make when you’re using your magic. What is it?”

      “Only that I have been to a place like that.”

      He blinked. “You have? If you’ve reached it, then all we have to do is—”

      Carth shook her head. “No. All we have to do is attempt the impossible. If you’re right, and that place is where we would find the Elder Stone, then it is perfectly safe.”

      But was it? She had seen Talia going in and out of the caverns more than once. There had to be some reason for her to have gone to the cells. Could she have already have discovered that the pool at the heart of the interconnected tunnels beneath the city was a place of some sort of power?

      “There is no place that is perfectly safe, Carthenne Rel. I think that you of all people should know that.”

      “What I know is that I ended up there accidentally, and I escaped through luck. And I doubt that I can return without dying.”

      “Where is this place?”

      “Beneath the city. Far beneath the city, where the sea connects.”

      Alistan’s eyes widened slightly. He stood abruptly and hurried to one of his shelves, where he grabbed a few books and took a seat. He flipped through the pages, staring intently at them as he did, biting his lower lip in concentration. When he did that, he looked much less intimidating than when Carth had first met him. When he spoke of his scholarship, and really, the elders, he had an earnestness, almost a boyish quality to him.

      Despite herself, Carth found herself liking him. She hoped he didn’t betray her as well.

      “Look at this,” he said, pushing a book in front of her. Carth glanced at the page and noted that it was written in the common tongue. She skimmed the contents. It spoke of the connection to a great power and how the land and the sea had come together, a joining.

      “I’ve seen this passage before, but when I’ve noticed it in the past, I’ve always taken it differently. What if I’ve been wrong?”

      “What are you saying?” Carth asked.

      He jabbed a finger at the page and looked up at her. “This. Land and sea. Isn’t that what you described?”

      “I described my experience trying to survive the narrows beneath the city that tried to crush me.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not what I’m referring to. This.” He jabbed at the page again.

      “Explain it to me as if I’m completely ignorant,” she said. “Explain it to me as if you were teaching a child.”

      He looked up at her with a smile. “I doubt very much that there is anything childlike to your intellect. It’s just this. When I’ve seen comments about a joining of land and sea, it’s never struck me this way before. With what you describe, I wonder if perhaps there is more to this than what I have ever considered.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I’ve always assumed that the people of Keyall—the earliest people of Keyall, those who came here first—worshiped Bal, the Elder of the sea. What if there was not one Elder but two?”

      “You think that there is an Elder of the sea as well as an Elder of land that have come together?”

      “I don’t know, but with what you describe, such a thing is possible. Even probable. It would explain why there is such resistance to both of your Elder magics.”

      “Only if you believe that I have Elder magics,” Carth said.

      He looked at her as if she made no sense and shook his head. “Of course they are Elder magics. What else would they be?”

      Carth shrugged. “I don’t know what else they would be. They’re a part of me, and they haven’t changed as I’ve traveled, not as you suggest they would for Elder magics.”

      “Yours wouldn’t. You were born to them, with them a part of you. But your offspring would not necessarily have the same connection. You have traveled widely, so any progeny you have would undoubtedly have a weakened connection to the Elder lands that you once called home.”

      She decided not to argue with him. What he said didn’t make complete sense and didn’t fit with her experience, but perhaps that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Alistan believed it, and wasn’t that the most important thing? Didn’t it matter that he believed in the power of the gods that he claimed?

      “Regardless of whether this is true or not,” Carth started, “I don’t think that the place that I accidentally discovered holds an Elder Stone. It’s nothing but water inside of a chamber.”

      “But this place limited your magic?”

      Carth thought back to how difficult it had been for her to use her magic. It had been taxing and had required every bit of strength that she could summon, and even that was barely enough for her to have escaped.

      “It limited my magic,” she said carefully.

      “Then maybe the Elder Stone is there, even if you didn’t see it.”

      She shrugged. It was possible, however unlikely—and however difficult it was for her to believe.

      “We need to go there,” Alistan said.

      “You don’t understand. It was nearly impossible for me to reach. I don’t think that I could make it there again, and certainly not with someone else.”

      “What if we had help?”

      “The people of Keyall have already proven that they are unwilling to help anyone who attempts to take their Elder Stone,” she said.

      “They have, but that was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before we had someone who knew how to find the Elder Stone,” Alistan said with a wide smile.
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      “She intends to take it,” Alistan said, looking at Durand.

      They found him in a storeroom deep beneath Alistan’s property, the same place Carth had first found Durand and the others. The room was warmer now than it had been, though maybe that was the lighting. A thick, plush rug covered the floor, and Carth noticed a few doors off this main area.

      Was this another bunker of sorts, or something else? She no longer thought that Alistan abused the people who worked for him, coercing them to do what he wanted, but what she didn’t know was whether he was otherwise kind to them.

      Yet Durand didn’t seem concerned by his presence, not at all bothered by the fact that Alistan had sought him out, or by the fact that he had appeared with Carth. That was telling.

      The other man merely frowned, crossing his arms over his chest, and stared at Alistan. “You have searched for years and have come up with nothing. Why should I believe that you have suddenly discovered this?”

      “Not me. Her.” Alistan nodded at Carth and flashed a broad smile. Carth didn’t like the idea of using Durand in this way. He had been helpful to her, and it felt as if she were manipulating him, using him in the same way that the Collector used people.

      “She hasn’t been here long enough to have discovered the blessing. Even if she had, she wouldn’t be able to reach it.”

      Carth took a deep breath. For her to get Jenna and Alayna and keep them from whatever terrible fate Linsay had in mind for them, she needed Durand’s help. That meant sharing what she knew.

      “There are a series of tunnels beneath the city. They start below the sea level and work their way up. At the center of them is a vast chamber.”

      Durand stared at her, saying nothing for long moments. “How is it that you know this?” he asked.

      “Because I visited there. I jumped into the sea and was pushed into one of these tunnels, and swam until I reached this chamber. I climbed from tunnel to tunnel until I was able to crawl my way back out.” Even describing what she had done was painful. More than anything, she didn’t want to return to that place, even if it was some seat of power, some place that the people of Keyall viewed as sacred and that the Collector—Linsay—intended to use.

      “There has to be another way in,” Alistan said. “That’s all we need from you. Help me find the way in so that I can understand what it is that exists there.”

      “If such a place exists, then it is not meant for you. It’s not meant for someone who wants only to steal power.”

      Carth nodded. “I felt the same way as you did about Alistan, but I don’t think he wants to steal power. I think all he wants is proof.”

      “Proof of what? A god’s presence? And what would that proof do? Would it make you more devoted? Would it make it so that you felt a greater connection to that god? Or would it make you think that you could acquire that same strength? How would you use such proof, Alistan Rhain?”

      Alistan stared at Durand for long moments. Carth had the sense that this was an old argument between them, and she doubted that anything Alistan might say would sway Durand. And she didn’t blame him. If this was a sacred place to them, a place of their gods, why would he?

      “The Collector searches for it,” Carth said.

      “If you’ve been there, then you know that it is incredibly difficult to reach. Only someone as gifted as you would even come close, and even then, I suspect it was almost more than you could manage.”

      That was true. Carth should have died reaching the cavern, and the mere idea of trying to reach that place again filled her with dread. But the people of Keyall worshiped that Elder as a god, which made it seem as if there were some way for them to reach that power, even if it was nothing more than a glimpse.

      “You don’t fear that someone else will reach your connection to this Elder?” Carth asked.

      “There is no way. What you fear is simply not possible, Carthenne Rel.” He turned to Alistan. “You have attempted to find this for many years. I think it is time that you abandon your search.”

      There was a hint of a threat to it, and Carth wondered what Durand might do if Alistan didn’t abandon his search, or if he—or Carth—attempted to reach the cavern.

      “I need to know, Durand.”

      “You don’t need to know. You want to know, and she has given you confirmation that this exists, even if you never find it for yourself. Isn’t that enough?”

      Under other circumstances, Carth knew that was a fair question. Couldn’t it be enough that Alistan simply knew that what he sought was real?

      But she had a sense from Alistan that he wanted more. He wanted to see it. And somehow, she had to parlay knowledge of that place into a way to rescue her friends. Carth wasn’t certain how to do that, not without risking Linsay gaining access to power she was not meant to have.

      More than ever, Carth was convinced that Linsay should not have it.

      “It’s there?” Alistan asked.

      Durand simply stared at him.

      “Please. Tell me whether it’s there or not. That’s all I want to know.”

      “And then what? What will you do next? What more will you need to know to satisfy your curiosity?”

      Alistan licked his lips. “I don’t know.”

      “You have more than most who ever settle in Keyall. You have been given power. You have created wealth. And you have been welcomed in a way that few others ever are. That should be enough for you.” Durand turned to Carth. “I don’t know how you managed to survive what you describe, but the fact that you describe it in such detail tells me that you’re not lying. For the sake of my people, do not betray this knowledge.”

      “And what of my people?” Carth asked.

      “Are the lives of a few greater than the needs and lives of all who live in Keyall?”

      It was a valid question, but one that Carth didn’t have a good answer to.

      Would she be willing to sacrifice Jenna and Alayna for the lives of everyone else in the city? Would revealing the presence—and likely location—of this place lead to the loss of their lives? She knew what would happen were Jenna and Alayna to stay with Linsay. Linsay had proven that she was willing to kill and that she was willing to sacrifice in order to get what she wanted.

      But Carth had already lost so much. She had lost Boiyn. She had lost so many others before him. She didn’t want to lose Jenna and Alayna as well.

      But, if she were honest with herself, it was more than that.

      She didn’t want to lose the game.

      “I have to save my friends,” she said.

      “Then find another way,” Durand said softly.
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      The ruins of the temple spread around her and light trickled through them, a mixture of the fading daylight and the shadows. The air was heavy with the scent of the sea, and there was a strange smell of age. The stone had an odor to it, one that Carth had slowly begun to appreciate, though she couldn’t decide if she found it unpleasant. It was a sharp, almost pungent odor that was more striking when the stone was cleaved.

      “Why did you return here?” Alistan asked.

      Carth stood in the middle of the ruins of the temple. “He’s right, you know.”

      “Who? Durand?”

      Carth nodded. “I need to find another way. I don’t know if there is another way, but if there is, I have to find it. I can’t continue doing what she wants of me. Her intent is for me to find the Elder Stone and trade that knowledge for my friends. She knows my tendencies and knows exactly what I would be tempted to do.”

      “We all have tendencies.”

      Carth glanced over at Alistan. He had been somber since leaving Durand, and she had the sense that he was disappointed. “Why do you need to see the Elder Stone to believe that it exists?” Carth asked. “You’ve seen evidence of it all around you, from the people and their natural abilities to the stone.” Carth sent a surge of flame and shadow exploding into the rock. It pushed it backward but did nothing else.

      “I should be content, shouldn’t I?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to tell you what you should or shouldn’t be. All I’m wondering is what will proof do if you have no intention of using it.”

      “It would do nothing.”

      “You intended to use the Elder Stone, didn’t you?”

      Alistan sighed. “Do you know how difficult it has been for me to have spent as much time as I have in Keyall and to see the power that everyone else possesses and be helpless compared to them?”

      “Unless you’re faced with someone like me, what benefit is there to the abilities that they have here?”

      “What benefit?” Alistan smiled. “It’s the kind of question that is unsurprising coming from someone who has power. Those who have it never seem to understand that those without would like to have even a taste.”

      Carth frowned at him. “Didn’t Durand remind you of your power? You have more power than most people in the city, despite the fact that you can’t resist my magic. You have had power that Durand and the others who serve in your household do not have. Would you trade that for their power, however mystical it may seem to you?”

      She studied him for a moment. She didn’t know Alistan that well but had seen him—and interacted with him—enough that she had a better sense of what motivated him. It was not only power. He had that and didn’t need her reminder of it to confirm it. Whatever he was after was something else.

      “Where was home for you before you came to Keyall, Alistan?”

      “Home was far from here.”

      “And why did you leave?”

      “There was nothing for me there. The place was dying and had I not left, I would have died with it. I had no choice but to leave.”

      Maybe it wasn’t the money or the wealth that motivated him, not as she had believed. “You could tell him. Or one of the others, but I think Durand would be the most receptive.”

      Alistan frowned, cocking his head to the side as he regarded her. “Tell him what?”

      She laughed softly. “All your searching has only set you apart from them, but you don’t see that. You thought that if you could find the Elder Stone here, you would be accepted by them, but it’s only driven you farther apart.”

      “I wanted to find the Elder Stone so that I could prove the existence of the Elders.”

      Carth shook her head. “That’s what you’ve told me, but I don’t think that’s what it is. You speak like a scholar, but you search like a man with faith. A man with faith does not need proof, despite the fact that you have had much proof of what you seek all around you. Everything has told you that the elders—at least as you believe in them—were real. Perhaps they still are real. Perhaps my magic is Elder magic, as you suggest. But that’s not why you search. You don’t search for proof of the elders. You search for proof that you could belong somewhere.”

      He watched her, saying nothing.

      “That’s why you should tell him. Durand seems welcoming, more than many men that I’ve met. I suspect that if you stop your endless pursuit of the Elder Stone and turn your focus to something else, they would be more willing to accept you. They have accepted you. You’re a part of the tribunal, which means that you’re a part of Keyall.”

      “But the Elder Stone—”

      Carth shook her head. “You don’t need the Elder Stone. You never have.”

      Alistan looked around him, his eyes skimming across the temple. “I would love to have seen the temple when it was first erected. I think of how difficult it must have been to create, the skill the artisans had with placing these stones together, stones that the masons of today can barely replicate. They had to have been blessed by the Elder in order to have created such majestic works.”

      Carth smiled to herself. More than ever, she was convinced that Alistan was more a man of faith than of scholarship. He created an air about him, an image, that did nothing other than separate him from the people he wanted so very much to be connected to.

      “I imagine it was quite impressive,” Carth said.

      Alistan breathed out, letting out a long sigh. “You can’t let her have that power. You can’t let her reach the Elder Stone.”

      If she didn’t, Carth would lose her friends, but if she did, what sacrifice would she be making on behalf of everyone else in Keyall? Weren’t they the kind of people she always claimed to help?

      Durand had suggested she find another way. How else could she get Linsay to release her friends? What move could she make that would entice Linsay enough to release them?

      How could she win this game?

      Alistan left her and wandered around the ruins. She wondered, had he spent time wandering the ruins reflecting, or had he actually been searching for some answer that he had not yet found?

      Was there anything that Carth could find that would help her understand a way to stop Linsay? Maybe there wasn’t anything in the ruins that would help. Maybe there was nothing for her other than more questions. Maybe the only answer was that it would take a sacrifice, and it would have to come from Alayna and Jenna.

      Yet Carth didn’t want to sacrifice her friends, and with her power, why should she have to? There had to be some way for her to do both.

      What move would allow that?

      She paused before a puddle of water. The sunlight reflected off it, making it glow softly. Carth swirled her finger through the water, tracing a pattern, and noticed how the glow never seemed to change.

      The glowing reminded her of what she’d seen in the space beneath the city when she’d been trapped in the chamber.

      Carth brought a moistened finger to her lips and found the water salty. This wasn’t simply accumulated rainwater. This was seawater that had been pushed to the surface—or perhaps the sea had so infused everything here that it was salty despite how far they were from the sea.

      She saw no pathway to success. Every move that she could envision making left her struggling with how she could best overwhelm Linsay.

      She stood and made her way from the temple. What would Linsay expect of her? How could Carth use that against her? And how could she find a way to win this game?

      Maybe it wasn’t possible to win. Maybe she was too far along in the game and needed to reset the game board.

      But how would she?

      What would it take for her to reset the board so that she could win?

      Everything came back to Linsay’s quest for this Elder Stone.

      Could she use that to reset the board? Was there anything there that would make a difference?

      It would be a move she didn’t want to make, which told her that it was probably the right one.
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      Wind whipped around her. Carth should have chosen a different day, but too much time had passed already since she’d last seen Jenna and Alayna. If she took too much time, she feared that Linsay might sacrifice them so that Carth would be forced to do what Linsay wanted. Already she feared that she had spent too much time debating what she needed to do.

      “Why here?” Alistan asked.

      They hid near the gear house, and the wind swirling around her fluttered her hair and whipped at her cloak. There was more wind today than was usual for Keyall, and the dark sky held thick clouds that threatened rain. It was fitting for an Elder who claimed water, Carth decided.

      “I need to draw her out.”

      “By bringing her to the very place where you claim the Elder Stone power can be found?”

      “I’m trying to reset the board,” Carth said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Have you ever played a game that isn’t going the way that you need it to go, and despite every effort you make to get back into the game, you can see that there is no way that you will find a winning play?”

      “There are many times when it becomes helpless. That’s the beauty of the game. You play and play, but eventually there is a winner and a loser.”

      “I’m determined not to be the loser this time.”

      “By starting over?”

      Carth looked out at the water. She could hear the waves crashing far below and imagined the froth that would be there. Would she be able to find the same tunnel that she had found before? Was it even something that she wanted to try?

      “I’ve already lost. This way, I’m choosing the pieces to go where I want them, ignoring the moves that she has made.”

      “Why here, then?”

      She had been trying to figure out what to do when the answer came to her. Alistan wasn’t the only one who was attempting to become a part of Keyall. Talia had done the same thing, though she had done it differently. She had been here many years and had already begun to develop some resistance to Carth’s magic, enough that it suggested that she had been here longer than she had claimed. And Carth thought she knew why.

      “Because I want to see all the pieces that are involved in this game.”

      “What if it’s not a game?” Alistan asked.

      “Everything is a game, if put into the right context, and especially to her.”

      They stood in the shadows. Carth made no effort to wrap them around herself, preferring to shield both herself and Alistan with the physical building rather than anything magical. If she was right, her magic wouldn’t work on Talia anyway.

      They waited for an hour, not much more than that, before Carth noted a figure making its way along the road toward the gear house. As they approached, she could make out Talia’s face.

      “That’s—” Alistan began, but Carth silenced him with a hand on his arm.

      “That is,” Carth whispered.

      Talia made short work of lowering herself onto the platform, the steady creak fading into the gusty wind that swirled around them. When she had disappeared, Carth stepped forward, bringing Alistan with her.

      “Where’s she going?” Alistan asked. “As far as I know, there are no prisoners here.”

      “No. If there were prisoners, the gear house would be secured.” It had been that way when she had been imprisoned here, and since then—since she had rescued her friends—she had seen no one in the gear house.

      She had known that Talia worked on behalf of Linsay, but there was something about the way that she had been helping Linsay that had troubled Carth for a while, long enough that she hadn’t managed to work out why until only recently.

      Talia was playing a different game.

      That was the only answer that Carth could come up with. It was the reason that she had struggled to figure out why Talia was helping Linsay, and why she was willing to harm people Carth was close to. Talia didn’t have the same dark anger that she had seen from Linsay, but she did feel a sense of obligation to her sister.

      “Then why here? Why would she have come to the cells?”

      “When you came to visit, you brought Talia with you.”

      Alistan shrugged. “Talia has been known as many things in Keyall. She was serving me at that time and she had a familiarity with the cells, so I suspected that she had served others on the tribunal and that was why she was able to escort me so easily to them.”

      “When I first met Talia, she was able to pierce the darkness that I shrouded myself with,” Carth said. “It’s much the same as those who are native to Keyall.”

      “Talia isn’t native to Keyall.”

      “No. She isn’t. Which raises the question as to how she has developed resistance to my magic.”

      “You think she has found the Elder Stone?”

      Carth looked down into the darkness. The platform hovered there, far enough below her that she thought she could jump and reach it, but would Talia realize that she was there?

      Maybe it wouldn’t matter. If she was right about what she had determined of Talia, then the other woman was not playing along with Linsay’s game, not nearly as well as the Collector had assumed. It was the first mistake that Carth had seen the Collector make.

      “I don’t know that she found the Elder Stone so much as she found a way to reach the same power that you’ve searched for.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Let’s go find out.”

      Alistan looked over the edge, his mouth pinched in a frown, and he nodded slowly.

      Carth took his arm and they jumped.

      Alistan gasped softly as they whistled through the air, so she silenced him by wrapping shadows around them. The platform loomed into view and Carth pushed against it, using the shadows to cushion their blow and muffle their landing.

      When they stopped, Alistan trembled softly. “That was not what I was expecting.”

      “I should have warned you. Now, we need to be quiet,” Carth whispered.

      He nodded. They made their way into the cavern. This was not one that had been used to hold Carth or her friends, and it was wide, much wider than either of those had been. The darkness was nearly complete, little light from the outside managing to make it very far past the cave entrance. Alistan gripped her sleeve tightly, as if fearful that were he to let go, Carth would abandon him here. If she did abandon him and return to the surface, it was possible that no one would ever know that he was here.

      Every so often, Carth paused to listen, focusing on the sounds of the cave. After a while, she noted the sound of soft footsteps shuffling near the back of the cave. There was another strange sound mixed with it, almost a splashing.

      Carth moved forward slowly and carefully. As she did, she saw a faint glowing that pierced the darkness, the first disturbance in the darkness that she had come across.

      She moved forward, each step careful and cushioned by her shadows. Talia might be able to see through her shadows, but would she be able to listen through them? Carth thought that less likely.

      When she reached the glowing, she realized that it was the back wall of the cave. A small pool of water took up one corner of the floor. It glowed softly, much like the pool that she’d seen up near the temple, and much like the water in the chamber far below.

      There was no sign of Talia.

      She looked over and saw a silhouetted form in the distance. If Talia reached the platform before they did, she would disappear, leaving them trapped.

      Carth stood and hurried forward, no longer mindful of muting the sound of her passing.

      “Talia!”

      The other woman froze and turned toward her. Carth hurried forward, wanting to reach her before she had a chance to try to disappear.

      “Why are you here? Are you still following me?” Talia asked.

      She reached Talia as the other woman stood outside the cave on the platform. All Talia would have to do would be to begin to raise the platform and she could disappear. Carth could jump after her, but she doubted that she would be able to pull Alistan with her, at least not very easily.

      “This time I’m following you. I wasn’t before.”

      “I don’t know where your friends are. You can take me, torture me if you think you need to, but I won’t be able to provide that answer. She keeps that even from me.”

      Was that bitterness in her voice? It seemed as if it might be, which lent credence to Carth’s suspicion.

      “You’ve been coming to these cells for a while, haven’t you?” she asked.

      “I was asked to understand the people of Keyall so that I could find the Elder Stone.”

      “You might not have found the Elder Stone, but you found something else, didn’t you? You found a source of power, and you’ve been using it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Talia said.

      Carth glanced behind her. Now that she knew where to look, she could make out the faint glowing pool in the distance. It was barely more than a twinkle against the darkness, so faint that she could miss it if she didn’t know it was there. Somehow, Talia had discovered it—and discovered that there was a connection to it that she could use.

      “It took me a while to realize that I was asking the wrong questions,” Carth said. “I should have wondered why you had the ability to see through the shadows sooner than I did.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “But you do. You haven’t told her, have you?” Had Carth ruined Talia’s secret? She had mentioned something when confronting Linsay, but maybe it hadn’t been enough to spoil Talia’s secret, and not enough to make Talia have to come up with an explanation as to how she had the abilities that she did.

      “What do you think I’m able to do?” Talia asked.

      “I think that you’ve acquired abilities in your time here. You haven’t been in Keyall long, certainly not long enough for them to consider you anything other than an outsider, and yet, despite that, you have begun to develop the same tendencies that they have, though in some ways, your connection to them seems even stronger than the others I’ve faced.”

      “It’s nothing more than an enhancement. I believe your friend was familiar with them?”

      The mention of Boiyn caused a surge of anger, though Carth tried to ignore it. That was the reaction that Talia wanted from her. She was attempting to play Carth, and Carth would refuse to be drawn into that. She knew better.

      “I’ve had enough experience with enhancements to know that what you’re experiencing is not an enhancement. You have something else. What you have is innate to you and doesn’t wear off. Yet you still come here,” Carth said, glancing back at the distant glowing along the edge of the wall. “Is that because you want to be even stronger with this ability?”

      “There’s something about the water,” Talia said.

      Alistan sucked in a sharp breath. “The water?”

      Carth glanced over at him. “Not all the water. There is certain water, and Talia has discovered that it springs from that same well that I described to you. That’s what’s giving her the strength that she has. That’s what’s giving the followers of Bal the power they have. Perhaps it is nothing more than an enhancement, but I don’t think that’s all there is to it.”

      Carth wished that she had Boiyn to ask, and missed him just as acutely now as she did when he had died. Without him, she couldn’t have the answers that she needed. She wouldn’t be able to understand whether there was anything more to the water.

      “How long would it take for the effects to work?” Carth asked. Enhancements worked quickly, and often with the first dose.

      “At first there was very little change. Nothing more than a slight shifting of the shadows so that I could see clearly through them.”

      “And now?”

      “Now it’s stronger. It has taken time to become that way, but the effect is much stronger than it had been before.”

      “And why haven’t you told Linsay?”

      “What makes you think that I haven’t?”

      “Because you’re sneaking here in the dark and in the night. If you had told your sister, she would have come with you and you would have shared with her what you’d learned. She wouldn’t need to hold Jenna and Alayna hostage and try to force me to show her where to find an Elder Stone.”

      “Are you so certain?” Talia asked.

      “No. I’m not certain about anything, but I am determined to save my friends and prevent your sister from stealing the secret of these people. She hasn’t earned the right to it.”

      Talia stared at her for a long minute, and then she switched her gaze to Alistan. “And what of him?” she asked with a nod. “He’s been searching for an Elder Stone for much longer than my sister.”

      At least now Carth knew that Linsay had not been chasing the Elder Stone before learning of Alistan’s interest. His scholarly intrigue had drawn her, and she had wanted to find—and likely use—the Elder Stone for a much different reason. Whereas Alistan wanted acceptance, Linsay would use the power of the Elder Stone for something else. Carth still didn’t know quite what that was, but maybe it didn’t matter.

      “He has, and the people of Keyall—those who matter—are fully aware of his interest and have made it clear that they will not tolerate him trying to find the Elder Stone.”

      “What does it matter? There aren’t many places like that. It took me nearly a year to find another, and eventually that will dry up.”

      Carth studied Talia. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe Linsay did know about Talia’s use of the pool. If Linsay knew that the water would eventually dry up, then she would want to know how to find the source.

      Which meant that she already knew there was a source.

      Carth should know that, as a master of Tsatsun, Linsay might be a step or more ahead of her. She should have planned better, anticipating that Linsay already knew everything that Carth had determined. It seemed as if every step was pushing Carth forward, as if everything that she learned was forcing her to do exactly what Linsay wanted.

      And what Carth wanted was to reset the board.

      “Where was the first one you found?”

      “In one of the cells. I thought to investigate them for Linsay and came across the strange water in one of the cells.”

      “How did you learn of its properties?”

      “Because I drank it.”

      “Even with the salt?”

      Talia shook her head. “It’s not salt. It’s whatever is in the stone that filters through. That’s what you’re tasting.”

      Could the stone have filtered out the salt from the water? Why the salt and not whatever it was that was glowing within it?

      Carth glanced over at Alistan. Unless it really was what he described and there was this connection between land and sea, two elders who had come together, fighting the effects of darkness and light.

      “And that one dried out?” Carth asked.

      “It was there for a few days before disappearing. I collected as much of the water as I could before it disappeared, but when it was gone…” Talia looked past Carth. “It has been a long time since I’ve seen another. I’ve found three, and this was the third. I haven’t been able to find any others.”

      “Why haven’t you shared this with your sister?”

      Carth hoped that Talia would provide more of an answer, but she didn’t. She simply glared.

      “I want to help my friends. And the people of Keyall deserve to keep this connection, whatever it is. There is power in it, but not as much as what I suspect your sister would like.”

      “I’m not sure why she wants the power. Probably the same reason that Alistan wants power.”

      It was a very specific power. If it gave resistance to Carth’s magic, she was the only one who would be in danger from it. The Reshian, the descendants from Ih who had a weakened connection to the shadows, would be endangered, but there weren’t many of the Reshian left, and those who remained had a lesser connection to the shadows compared to Carth. There were the A’ras and their connection to the flame magic, but even that seemed like a pretty focused interest. Could the A’ras have angered Linsay at some point?

      She had spent so much time trying to figure out what Linsay wanted and then how to acquire it that she hadn’t given much thought as to the why of what Linsay sought.

      And as she thought about it, it hit her.

      This was about destroying Carth. That was all this was about.
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      The Tsatsun board in front of Carth was half-played. It was her board, washed up on shore, a gift from Alistan. Carth still couldn’t believe it had survived mostly intact, with only a few missing chips. At least she had this much from the Spald.

      The move she made was intended to help her understand Linsay, though it was only the beginning of the game. Carth wasn’t sure whether to continue—or if it mattered. Alistan sat next to her in his library, remaining silent. A vial of the glowing water rested on the table next to him, untouched. Every so often he would pick up the vial and breathe in the smell. Though Carth smelled nothing, it seemed as if Alistan did, and he seemed pleased by it.

      Carth had assumed that Linsay was using her to find the Elder Stone and to acquire power, but that wasn’t it. This was more than about Tsatsun. This was a deliberate attempt to gain the power needed to defeat Carth.

      But why?

      Carth thought through what she knew about Linsay, but realized that it could be that nothing she knew was real. How much of what Linsay had shared with her was accurate? It could all have been an act, all part of a ploy to play her. And the more Carth thought about it, the more likely that seemed.

      Carth had made plenty of enemies since she had first left Nyaesh, angered enough different people that it was possible any of them could have asked Linsay to search for the means to destroy her. The most likely was for Linsay to be acting on behalf of the Hjan, though Carth wasn’t certain that was what this was. There was a truce—the accords—and though Carth knew that they would eventually fail and she would need to deal with it, she didn’t think that Danis and the Hjan were actively attempting to violate the truce. Not yet, at least.

      What if they were searching for a way to handle Carth first?

      They had attempted to counter her magic in other ways, and each attempt had failed. What if Linsay had been sent to find another way, one that did not rely upon controlling others or stealing power that was unreliable?

      Maybe it had nothing to do with the Hjan. if that were the case, Carth would be relieved. She had dealt with them enough and was tired of trying to come up with a new way to counter their attempts to destroy her. Maybe all Linsay wanted was power and she would stop at nothing to acquire it, even if that meant destroying Carth so that she could assume control over Carth’s network.

      That was even more reason to stop her.

      Playing the game as Linsay would be different when the goal of the game was not simply to win, but to destroy.

      Suddenly, removing Boiyn the way that she had made more sense. As did taking away the help of Jenna and Alayna. Carth had to think that both could already be dead. If that were the case, should she even be trying to come up with a way to stop Linsay?

      But she would have to. If she didn’t, Linsay would continue to pursue Carth, especially if her goal was to destroy her and less about acquiring power.

      “You seem troubled.”

      “I’ve been playing the wrong game,” Carth said.

      “And what would be the right game?”

      Carth stared at the pieces. Maybe it was time to stop attempting to think things through as a Tsatsun game. Maybe it was time to acknowledge that she couldn’t win a game in this way. Maybe it was time to acknowledge that with her friends gone, she needed to return to her place of strength and do whatever she could to keep the rest of the people she cared about safe before Linsay managed to do something that would harm them.

      “The right game would be not playing this game at all,” Carth said with a sigh. “The right game would be finding a way to help my friends, but I think they’re already gone.”

      “Why? What purpose would there be for her to have killed them? How could she get you to do what she wants if she does that?”

      Carth didn’t know what she could do to end this game, and the longer she stared at the game board, the less clear it was.

      She reset the pieces, doing what she had intended to do with Linsay, and she tried to see how the game would play out when she did that. Was there any way for her to work through what Linsay might attempt to do with her? Linsay wanted to destroy her, and Carth first needed to stop her and then she could find out why.

      “Does playing help you figure out what you need to be doing?” Alistan asked.

      “Playing helps calm my mind. When I move through things, I’m better able to get a sense for what I need to be doing.”

      “And have you gotten that sense?”

      Carth shook her head. “No.”

      If she was right, and what Linsay wanted was to destroy her, all she wanted was power first. It was possible that Linsay didn’t know that Carth was aware of her plans, and if that were the case, then maybe Carth could use that ignorance, though she wasn’t certain that there was ignorance. With what she’d seen of Linsay and her ability to anticipate, she wasn’t sure that ignorant was ever a fitting description.

      “I think I’m going to have to confront her,” Carth said, staring at the game board.

      “I thought that was what she wanted.”

      “What she wants is for me to bring her the Elder Stone, but if I can’t do that, then I need to attempt something else.”

      “What do you intend to do?”

      Carth shook her head, sighing to herself. What was she going to do? She didn’t know how she intended to stop Linsay or how she was going to get to her friends, but there had to be some way to draw Linsay out.

      “I think I need to do what I have avoided doing all along.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I need to return to the pool. And I need for Linsay to follow me.”

      But how? Carth wasn’t sure how she would draw Linsay to the pool.

      She fingered one of the Tsatsun pieces. As she did, the bottom shifted.

      That was unusual. Her pieces were incredibly expensive, and there shouldn’t have been any wobble to them.

      She examined the piece and noticed that there was a subtle change to it. The base had been separated from the rest of the piece. She unscrewed them and realize that there was a vial inside. One of Boiyn’s enhancements.

      Her eyes widened. She had thought that when the ship was destroyed, all the enhancements Boiyn had created for them had been lost. Could he have hidden some within her Tsatsun pieces?

      She looked at the other pieces. They were the same. Within each piece, there was a vial that contained one of Boiyn’s enhancements.

      A different idea began to come to mind, a move that Boiyn had made when playing Linsay. Would it work for her?

      A sacrifice. For this to work, a sacrifice would have to be made.

      She looked over at Alistan, wondering if it was a sacrifice that she even could make. Linsay had wanted her to be more ruthless, but Carth didn’t know that she could be. Yet she thought that she might be able to make a sacrifice, at least the kind that Boiyn had made. That would be how she survived.

      Carth had to try. It was the only thing that might be effective.
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      Carth stood on the edge of the platform, looking down at the water. It was midday, and though the wind gusted around her, there was a bright sun shining overhead, enough that she hoped she could see along the edge of the water so that she could tell where she was swimming.

      Froth churned below her, far too close for her comfort. Did she really intend to jump in? The last time she had tried this, she had nearly died. When they had come here before, she had considered jumping in, but the arrival of Talia had changed her mind. Now Carth relied upon the fact that Talia might appear. Carth would need her to draw out Linsay.

      “You want me to raise the platform when you’re gone?” Alistan asked.

      “Not only that, but you need to complete the task that I assigned for you.”

      “I don’t understand, but I will do as you ask.”

      “Thank you, Alistan. If this doesn’t work, if I don’t reappear, I want you to know that I appreciate your help. I misjudged you.”

      “I think I intended myself to be misjudged, Carth.”

      “Before you drink the water, speak to Durand. Work with the priests. Follow the channels that they have set for this.”

      “I will. Thank you,” he said.

      “When you reach the surface, avoid the constables.”

      “The constables?”

      Carth nodded. “It’s part of my move. Part of my sacrifice.”

      Carth took another look at Alistan, then combined shadows and flame together and exploded off the platform, diving out.

      Before she hit the water, Carth sucked in a breath, filling her lungs as deeply as she could. She plunged deep below the surface and swam toward Keyall as she had before, attempting to use an explosion of shadows and flame that would propel her onward. She drew the shadows out of the water, giving some clarity to it so that she could find her way along.

      As the water pushed against her, Carth fought, but not so much that she would move beyond where she intended to be. She knew that she needed to reach the tunnel, but where was the inlet?

      The effect of pulling the shadows away only cleared a little bit of the space in front of her. Water pushed on her, threatening to send her back into the rock and crush her. Carth had to push off, gliding forward on the strength of her connection to the shadows and flame, thankful that she had rested well before attempting this.

      And then she was pushed back.

      Carth didn’t fight it, not as she had the first time. She went through the opening and flipped around so that she could float through the tunnel, exploding herself deeper into it. This time, she didn’t attempt to fight her way out and she didn’t have to hold her breath nearly as long before she emerged into the chamber.

      The light glowing around her seemed even clearer than it had before. She crawled up to the ledge, taking deep breaths as she gathered her strength, not feeling nearly as weakened as she had before.

      Now she had to wait.

      She counted on the fact that Linsay would follow her and that the arrangements that she had made would create difficulty for Linsay. But stopping Linsay was only part of what she needed to accomplish. That was what Carth had struggled to realize. Even if she managed to overwhelm Linsay, there was still the matter of rescuing her friends. She couldn’t do that without another move.

      Would Talia respond as she expected?

      Knowing what she did of her, Carth thought that she might. Talia wanted knowledge. She wanted to understand the Elder Stone. And she wanted power of her own.

      That was the sacrifice.

      Carth had to be willing to allow Talia to have that kind of power, believing deep within her that Talia wouldn’t use it against her. Talia had lived in Keyall long enough that she understood the city, long enough that she had gained the respect of many of those within the city.

      That had to be enough.

      While waiting for Talia, Carth explored the pool. The water had a light of its own that seemed to come from deep within it. Now that she didn’t fear it as she had before, she tasted it, recognizing that it had some of the same pungency that she had noticed from the water near the temple.

      Would this water and its effect somehow impact her connection to the shadows or to S’al? Would it change her the same way that it had changed Talia?

      She swam around the pool, looking for other openings. If she were right, the opening that she had come through would not be the only one. It couldn’t be. There had to be other channels—other ways to reach this place—that the priests had access to.

      That was the move she counted on.

      As she swam, she hoped that her moves had been made in such a way that she would force Linsay to act, but she didn’t know what the other woman would do. Everything that she thought she knew about Linsay had been wrong. Everything had been an act.

      If Carth were right, Linsay would follow Carth here. She counted on the fact that Linsay wanted her to come here, wanted her to lead the way to what she thought was the Elder Stone. Whether or not it was didn’t matter. What mattered was what Linsay believed.

      If she followed, Carth’s subsequent moves would be successful.

      Waiting was the hardest part.

      The second part would be more difficult. Would Talia follow? For the other parts of her plan to work, she needed for Talia to follow.

      She crawled back up onto the ledge. How long was she willing to give before she abandoned the idea that the other woman would appear? How long would she stay here, thinking that Talia would try to find her here?

      There was a rustling in the water and Carth looked down to see a face appear below her. “Talia,” she said.

      Talia took a gasping breath of air as she studied Carth. “You’re not surprised to see me.”

      “No. I hoped that you would come.”

      “You wanted me to come here?” Talia asked.

      Carth nodded. “I knew that you could reach it. With your ability to pierce the shadows, I figured you would be able to see the tunnel through the darkness.”

      When she had realized that, she had understood how the priests would have gained access. If they used the same entrance, it made sense that they would be able to pierce the darkness that granted entry to this pool. What she still didn’t know was whether there was an easier way out.

      “Why?”

      “Do you know why Linsay wanted the power of this place?” Carth asked.

      “I don’t know. Is this the Elder Stone?”

      Carth looked around. “I don’t know if this is the Elder Stone or if the entire land here is the Elder Stone and this is a place where that power is concentrated. Whatever it is, this is a place of power. That much is indisputable, and you have come to appreciate that.”

      “She will find it. Now that you’ve shown me, she will find it.”

      “I need for her to find it,” Carth said.

      “Why?”

      “She wants to use the power of this place to destroy me.”

      “Why do you think she wants to destroy you?”

      “That’s what everything has been about. Every plan she has made. Every move she has attempted. Everything has been about attempting to destroy me. I thought it was all about winning a game, or gaining an item of power. It took me a while to realize that it was not. None of this has been about winning so much as it has been about ending me.”

      “She would gain nothing by ending you.”

      “No? She calls herself the Collector, accumulating power, and you think that she would have no reason to remove me? I’m a threat to her and what she intends.” Carth still didn’t know what that might be, but she was certain Linsay had intended to remove the threat—Carth herself.

      “Why did you have me come here?” Talia asked.

      Carth smiled. “Because it was my turn to remove a threat.”

      Talia’s eyed widened. “Me? I thought you protected the helpless.”

      Carth frowned. “Are you helpless? That hasn’t been my impression of you at all.”

      “You don’t understand her, then.”

      “I think I’m beginning to,” Carth said. “Maybe I don’t the way it is now, but if I’m right, your sister has been neutralized—for now.”

      “How?”

      “The constabulary is quite particular with how they interpret their laws. And your sister will have just violated one of them.”

      “What law?”

      “Other than killing those people at the inn where I’m staying? Now she’s attempted to wrest control of the platform to break into the cells.”

      “They wouldn’t do anything with that.”

      “Wouldn’t they? I’ve made certain there were a few compelling reasons that they do.”

      “Such as?”

      Carth smiled. “I intend to see Linsay gets justice for what she did to those people. She will be discovered with a pair of knives matching the one used on the others who died in the kitchen.”

      “How?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe not, but you still won’t have your friends back. Was your revenge worth that?”

      “It’s worth it to me to have stopped her. This way, she won’t be able to harm anyone else.” And if Durand and the others had done as Carth asked, the knives would be a match. Would it work?

      Carth hoped so. Even if it didn’t, she would have time. That was what she needed.

      “She’ll escape. You know that she will.”

      “Not from there. Not easily. Unless you help her.”

      “I—”

      “You don’t have to be afraid of your sister or what she might do. I have offered my help and protection, and I still extend that offer. It is your choice.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “That is your choice. I won’t stop you. I will, however, make certain that you don’t help her.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I’m going to find out where she’s holding my friends. And then I intend to get them free.”

      “All of this for your friends?”

      “All of this.”

      “Will it work?”

      “Only if you tell me where I can find them.” This was the part that Carth was less certain of. She thought that she could draw Linsay out, especially with the promise of having found the Elder Stone, but getting to her friends would require the help of someone else—someone with knowledge of where Linsay might have kept them. She hadn’t known whether Talia would help, but she had hoped that sharing the knowledge of this place might coax her into helping. It was a risk, but when playing a game like this, there was no choice but to take risks.

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then two more people will die.” Carth looked over at the water. “I don’t know you, Talia, but I’ve seen your reaction when others have suffered. You’re not a killer, and I think Linsay’s actions have begun to bother you. You already had a taste of the power granted by this place, so it was only a matter of time before you were able to reach for more of this power and maybe find it on your own.” She took a deep breath. “I took a risk and shared this with you. I’m asking you to take a similar risk.”

      Talia looked around before turning her focus back to Carth. “There’s a place where she might have brought them. It will be difficult for you to reach. It’s… it’s a place she made certain was well-defended when you arrived.”

      “How well-defended?”

      “There are mercenaries she’s hired. They have trained and they have stolen from the priests.”

      “Which means they will be dressed in ways that will allow them to resist my magic.”

      Talia nodded.

      Carth smiled. “Good.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she won’t think that I can get to them. When I come to her having succeeded, I think she will be displeased.”

      “I think displeased isn’t quite a strong enough word for her reaction.”

      “Even better.”

      “I still don’t understand you, Carthenne Rel. After everything that she did to you, the ways that she has manipulated you, the ways that I have manipulated you, you’re still willing to work with me?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell your sister all along. She thought that she knew me, but she missed the crucial part of what I did. I help those who can’t help themselves. I’ve been given incredible power. For so long, I didn’t know what that meant, and it took me a long time to realize what I needed to do with that power and how I was meant to use it.”

      “I’m not helpless. Why are you willing to help me?”

      Carth smiled at Talia. “You might not think that you’re helpless, but when it comes to Linsay, I could see that you were. That’s why you struggled to get free from her, but it’s also why you held back the knowledge that you did. Had you not needed my help, you would have shared with her everything that you discovered.”

      Talia stared at her. “What now? Do we just swim from here?”

      Carth smiled. “If only it were that easy. Unfortunately, you’re not going to like what needs to come next.”
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      Night had settled, the kind of still and quiet night that Carth often waited for, wanting it to conceal her movements. It took little effort on nights like this to cloak herself in the shadows, barely more than a thought, and she settled into the shadows, not worried about how unnatural they might look. On nights like this, there were no unnatural shadows.

      She motioned to Talia to stay by her side. Her gaze flickered around everything, taking it all in, but she said nothing. So far, it seemed as if her plan to contain Linsay had worked. Now for the next, possibly harder part: rescuing her friends from whatever Linsay had planned.

      “I can take those three,” Talia said, indicating the guards lining the inside of the Collector’s gate. “Maybe those two.” She indicated another pair of soldiers.

      That left plenty for Carth. Maybe too many.

      Did they have enough numbers?

      She ran through different scenarios in her head, playing them out as if they were nothing more than a game of Tsatsun. It was possible that they did, but success depended on the element of surprise. That was a piece she counted on controlling. Without that, she didn’t think that she would be able to sneak in and then back out of the Collector’s compound, not if she counted on keeping everyone with her safe.

      A signal came from the back of the compound. Alistan called them forward.

      She glanced over at Talia. “Do it,” she whispered.

      Talia slipped forward, unsheathing her knives in a fluid movement. She had skill with them that had surprised Carth the first time they had met. It still did.

      Carth watched for a moment while Talia cut through the first three guards before they were aware of her presence. Watching her fight was a dance, a thing of beauty, and Carth had to pull her gaze away.

      She jumped, drawing on the power of the shadows as she did, and it carried her over the wall and into the Collector’s compound.

      She paused a moment to look around. The grounds were well decorated, the shrubbery sculpted and statues set along a path leading to a squat house. She didn’t risk pausing too long, not certain how well the men could see through her shadows, and tore through the garden.

      When she encountered the first man, she slammed the back of her sword into his neck and he crumpled without a sound. Men might need to die tonight, but she would not take any more than necessary.

      Carth hurried to the next, and this man seemed prepared. He turned toward her, a pair of long-bladed knives in hand, and he flourished them with skill that told her of his familiarity with the weapons. Rather than attacking, Carth chose a different strategy and surged heat through the knives.

      He cried out and released his grip, dropping the knives.

      Carth darted forward, catching him on the temple with a sharp blow.

      When she turned, there were three men waiting for her.

      The last man must have drawn out the others, calling their attention. Each man faced her with a sharp weapon. A fourth man appeared in the shadows, someone she had almost overlooked.

      She noticed a crossbow aimed at her belly.

      Carth jumped as the crossbow bolt whistled through the air. She spun toward the man, kicking as she landed, and he went sprawling. A knife appeared from a hidden sheath and he slashed at her, cutting her across the arm.

      Carth swore. She wouldn’t make it into the compound if she was injured. Already, reaching the compound was a challenge that she wasn’t certain they were equipped to take on. She didn’t like being this unprepared when she faced challenges like this, but there didn’t seem to be much choice, especially as their time was running out.

      Directing a hint of the S’al through her injured arm, she healed herself and realized that the blade had been poisoned.

      Carth swung with her sword, slicing at the man’s arm. He screamed when her blade cut through his flesh and bone, severing his arm.

      She kicked away the crossbow. It wouldn’t do for him to try to grab it while her back was to her, though she doubted he would last long without his arm.

      When she turned back to the others, she realized that Talia had already taken care of them. All three lay dying, sword wounds through their bellies or their chest. Carth noted the dark expression that flashed across Talia’s face.

      “There are probably another dozen still here,” Carth said.

      Talia nodded.

      They hurried off into the darkness, searching the Collector’s grounds. It was essential that they remove all threats before entering the building. If they didn’t, they risked somebody coming behind them and surprising them. Worse, they risked not being able to get back out if they were successful.

      Not if. Carth was determined to see them succeed. No matter what it took, they would succeed.

      She found two men waiting at the end of the path, though their focus was directed toward the rear of the compound. Talia dispatched them quickly, not allowing them a chance to realize they’d been ambushed.

      They moved along the paths, staying hidden in the shadows, though Carth didn’t draw upon them nearly as much as she had in previous battles. She remained connected to the shadows but used the connection mostly to increase her strength and her speed. So far, they hadn’t encountered anyone who was able to overcome her advantage.

      She motioned to Talia. “I think we’re—”

      Two men jumped from an unseen location, landing in front of them. Both were muscular and dressed entirely in black, and both wielded curved swords that they slashed toward Carth. They moved silently, focusing on her, though not entirely ignoring Talia. They positioned themselves in such a way that she couldn’t approach easily.

      Carth pulled on the shadows and wrapped them around the nearest of the men. She wasn’t surprised when the shadows dissipated, the connection failing as if a fog burned off.

      Were they from Keyall, or was it an enhancement?

      There was no time to consider. She parried with her sword, blocking the nearest man. He sneaked toward her, slicing up before changing the direction of his attack at the last moment.

      He was good. Both were good.

      They moved completely silently. They even seemed to have control of their breathing, so that Carth didn’t hear so much as a huff from them. These were sword masters unlike any she had faced before.

      She caught a flash of dark skin from beneath one of the men’s clothing. He had an olive complexion, and she thought she understood. Linsay had found skilled sellswords. They might even rival those of Neeland.

      Talia attempted to join Carth, but one of the men peeled off, focusing his attack on her, leaving Carth facing only one. Carth had trained with sword masters, some with incredible skill. The A’ras believed themselves to be the world’s greatest sword masters, but Carth had learned that wasn’t entirely true. There were men like her friend Timothy, a sellsword who had spent considerable time with Carth and had revealed that there were other men like him, men with skill that rivaled that of the A’ras.

      Even one of these men put them to shame.

      Had Carth not had her connection to the shadows, she would have been quickly overwhelmed.

      She was skilled with the sword and had dedicated significant time to practicing so that if she were to lose her connection to her abilities, as had happened more often then she cared to admit, she wouldn’t be helpless. With this man, she had to use every bit of her ability and was forced to pull upon it in a way that would allow her to simply keep standing.

      How many men like this had the Collector hired?

      And she had thought that she had the element of surprise.

      She should have known better. Linsay had learned enough about her to make it clear that she would be a formidable opponent. She would have known that Carth was a skilled swordsman, especially as she knew Carth had trained with the A’ras. She had known how to counter Carth’s connection to shadows and the flame, neutralizing them by coming here.

      But these men seemed simply skilled. From what Carth could tell, there was nothing supernatural or magical about their ability. That had to give her an advantage, didn’t it?

      She parried another blow, twisting her sword so that she drove the curved blade of her opponent down, where it stuck into the earth.

      Carth kicked, but the man grabbed her leg and she spun, twisting so that she could get herself free. His grip was strong—possibly enhanced, though she wasn’t certain—and she couldn’t get her leg free. He spun her around and released her.

      Carth went flying across the grounds, sailing over one of the shrubs. She rolled when she landed, having lost her sword somewhere between the man capturing her leg and throwing her.

      She jumped, landing where she had been, and found Talia kneeling, one of the men with his sword sweeping toward her.

      Carth poured out her connection to the S’al.

      She wanted only to drive him back, but the force of her magic exploded into him. She wasn’t surprised to see that he was immune to it, but he couldn’t resist the explosion that struck him, sending him spinning away.

      The other man swung toward her and Carth pressed the shadows through her, filling herself with them. Her skin darkened.

      She paused only a moment. That was something she had never seen happen when using the shadows before.

      And then the man’s sword slammed into her hands.

      Filled with the power of the shadows, the sword hit her flesh with a soft thud but did not penetrate. She grabbed the blade and yanked it free, spinning before the man could react, slamming the hilt into his face. She spun up, driving her fist under his chin. With the shadows flowing through her, the force of her punch sent him spinning, spiraling toward the other man.

      Carth let out a quiet sigh and reached for Talia, helping her to her feet.

      Talia eyed the sword Carth held by the blade. “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s a useful skill, isn’t it? If you can make yourself impervious to attack…”

      “Do you know where she hired them from?” Carth asked.

      “She has extensive contacts. I don’t think they came through the port.”

      Neither did Carth. If they had, they would have been discovered long before now.

      Carth looked toward the back of the compound. They had to get inside, find her friends, and get out.

      She sprinted into the compound. There was no movement inside. It was as if everyone had come out to face Carth.

      Inside, she found Alayna first.

      “Are you hurt?” Carth asked in a hushed voice.

      “Carth?”

      “It’s me. I’m here.”

      “How? What happened?”

      “Linsay.”

      “I know about Linsay. How is it that you reached us? She made it clear that you couldn’t.”

      “I had help.” She looked around. “Can you fight?”

      “I don’t know,” Alayna said. “She didn’t hurt us, but…”

      Carth helped Alayna to her feet. “Where’s Jenna?”

      “She kept us separated. I think she was trying to manipulate us. She wasn’t able to get through to me, but Jenna might be different.”

      Carth swore under her breath. Jenna would be different, and Linsay would know it. Especially given what Jenna had been through and the way that she had been attacked here in Keyall, she would have been more likely to be persuaded.

      She raced through the house, searching for Jenna. She found her behind a locked door and drew upon the shadows before kicking it in.

      Jenna was inside. She had a haunted look to her eyes, but when she saw Carth, she ran over to her and threw her arms around her. “You found us.”

      “I was always going to find you.”

      “She… she killed Boiyn, didn’t she?”

      Carth’s jaw clenched and she nodded. “She killed Boiyn. And now we are going to ensure that she doesn’t harm anyone else again.”

      “She said she had something for you if you came for us.”

      “I’ve already taken out all of the guards. What more is there?”

      She guided Jenna and Alayna out of the compound, where Talia joined them.

      The other two women glared at her, but Carth held her hands out, placating them. “We need to work together. Talia is helping. She was harmed by Linsay the same as you were.”

      “It doesn’t look like she was harmed same way that we were.”

      “No,” Carth said. “Her torment has been over years. Now, let’s get out of here.”

      As she said it, three men appeared in front of her.

      Where had they come from?

      She darted forward, pulling on the shadows and flame to explode in front of them, sending them tumbling backward. She danced forward, slamming her knife into their chests, not giving them the opportunity to attack.

      Where had they come from? They seemed as if they had dropped from the sky. Could that be Linsay’s promise of something extra?

      Carth looked up, surveying the dark night. There was nothing there that would explain how the men could have jumped from the sky or how they could have simply appeared out of nowhere. They couldn’t have jumped from the compound, either. There hadn’t been anyone else within the building. If there had been, Carth would have seen them when rescuing Jenna and Alayna.

      There was nothing above her that would explain where they would have come from. All she saw was darkness.

      “Do you see anything there?” she asked Talia.

      “Other than the strange cloud floating above us?”

      Carth didn’t see the cloud. Even when she pulled on the shadows, she didn’t see what Talia did. That was the power of her ability.

      She slipped her hand into the pouch and grabbed one of the vials Boiyn had hidden for her. If there was ever a time to use it, it was now. After she drank it, she waited, counting to sixty before it began to take effect and everything around her started to lighten.

      Looking up at the sky now revealed a different scene. There was the strange cloud, only it wasn’t a cloud at all. “What is that?” she asked.

      Talia stood at her shoulder, staring up. “It reminds me of something the children in my city would play with, though they were much smaller.”

      “And what is that?”

      “A balloon. It is filled with heated air and it rises into the sky…”

      “Great Watcher!” Alayna said.

      As they watched, a dozen men fell from the sky, each dressed in the same dark robes as the other men.

      “At least we know how they surprised us,” Jenna said.

      Carth looked around at her friends. A dozen would be more than they could overcome. She had barely survived two, could they overcome twelve such fighters?

      As she played out the odds, she decided that the likelihood seemed impossible.
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      “You should go,” she said to the others.

      They responded about as Carth had expected them to, which was in outrage.

      “We all go or none of us will go,” Alayna said.

      Carth looked over at Jenna, surrounded by the darkness and the thick shrubbery of the compound’s grounds. The hauntedness to her eyes was fitting. “Then we all go.”

      “I think it’s too late,” Talia said.

      With the words, Carth realized she was right. The swordsmen landed near them, surrounding each of the four of them. With their dark clothing, they blended into the night, even with Carth’s connection to the shadows and her enhancement. The strangeness around them, the way that they seemed to bend the light around them, was the only way that Carth was able to know that they were there.

      Two fell before they moved. Knives protruded from their chests.

      Talia retrieved the knives, spinning to prepare for another attack.

      Carth slipped another vial of the enhancement from her pocket and quickly downed it.

      If she was going to face men with fighting ability that exceeded her own, she would take every advantage. When it came to fighting for her life, there was no such thing as cheating.

      It was Boiyn’s last legacy.

      As she attacked, she counted in her head, waiting for the elixir to take effect.

      She battled three, pulling them away from the others. That would leave seven for the other three to face. Six, she realized as another fell, a knife through him.

      Maybe they were better prepared than she had realized.

      Carth didn’t want to risk taking too long. She surged the shadows, the same as she had before. As had happened the last time, darkness enveloped her arms, extending through her, and she used that to strike at the nearest man. She still held the curved sword she had claimed from the other fallen swordsman, and as she attacked, she sent the shadows along the blade, thinking to strengthen it along with herself.

      The swordsmen took up positions around her, flanking her on each side.

      They danced from place to place, a connection between them allowing them to seem to know where the others would be. As they fought, they forced Carth back, and soon she was fighting with a shrub behind her.

      Carth combined shadows and flame and exploded it outward.

      The effect was not as successful this time as it had been before. The men were somehow able to allow the explosion to wash over them, ignoring the effect of her magic.

      Carth jumped, spinning in the air as she did and landing with her sword swinging around in a sharp arc. The blade was well-balanced, and she managed to push the men back.

      But she didn’t strike any of them.

      Carth feared for her friends. How would they be faring against swordsmen like these?

      It was possible they were doing as well as Carth, especially as they had their enhancements, though she feared for their safety, considering the numbers were not on their side.

      What other enhancements had Boiyn crafted for her?

      There was one that made her faster. Could she use that now?

      There would be consequences. He had warned that taking it would leave her feeling weakened, that she could only borrow from her existing stores, which ran the risk of leaving her in no shape to handle another attack, but if it got her through this, then it might be worth it.

      She grabbed her bag and pulled out the elixir. Doing so required her to continue to spin around the other swordsmen, moving away so that they didn’t attack her, and when she finally managed to get the elixir, she quickly drank it.

      The count started in her head, the same as it had before.

      She reached sixty, but still there had been no change.

      It was one thing to be able to use the shadows to strengthen herself and make her impenetrable, but if she didn’t have the numbers—or the speed—it mattered very little.

      One of the men kicked her, sending her flying backward.

      Carth gasped for air. She rolled and came to her feet more rapidly than she had expected. She spun around and realized the enhancement had taken hold.

      Carth ran at the nearest swordsman.

      He couldn’t bring his sword up in time and Carth slashed at him, catching him across his belly. She spun, turning to the next, catching him across the legs, and then to the last man, slamming her fist into his forehead and driving him backward. Enhanced with the shadows and with the elixir, she nearly caved his head in.

      Carth turned, looking to see what had happened to her friends. The others were still battling. Five of the swordsmen remained.

      Carth ran at them. She didn’t know how long the enhancement would last—especially as she drew upon her own magic, which could weaken it—and wanted to take advantage of it as long she could.

      She streaked toward them.

      She collided with the first swordsman, sending him flying backward. She spun on the next, bringing her sword across his thighs. By the time she reached the third man, the elixir was already wearing off. Everything seemed to slow. Her strength seemed to wane.

      She barely managed to block an attack.

      Had she made a mistake? Or should she have attacked faster?

      A wave of weakness washed over her and she pulled on the shadows, tearing them for strength.

      Slowly—far too slowly for her liking—she felt the shadows lend her strength. She deflected the attack but didn’t have enough to oppose this man for long. He was skilled, as skilled as each of the other swordsmen had been, and she was forced back.

      Her feet tangled.

      Carth fell. She spun the blade around as she did and managed to catch him across the arm. The sword bit into his flesh but barely seemed to slow him.

      His sword streaked toward her face. Carth rolled, using everything that she could to generate the strength needed to move herself out of the way, and barely managed.

      She looked up, trying to push the shadows through her but failing. The man swung his sword toward her again, and then it halted. Blood blossomed around a wound in his chest, a blade protruding from it.

      Alayna leaned forward and helped her to her feet. “That was interesting,” she said.

      Carth steadied her breathing. “I don’t know that interesting would be the way I would put it.”

      “An enhancement?” Alayna asked.

      “I didn’t think I had much of a choice. I was outnumbered and needed whatever advantage I could have.”

      “How?”

      “It was something Boiyn left for me,” Carth said.

      She released her connection to the shadows into the flame. It would take time for her strength to recover, but it would recover.

      They started away from the compound. Carth didn’t know where to go. Where would be safe? The only place that came to mind was Alistan Rhain’s home, but would he help her again?

      They made their way through the streets and Carth kept the shadows swirled around them, attempting to conceal them. It would do nothing to obscure the night from Talia, but it did make it more difficult for Jenna and Alayna to navigate. Carth guided them, and when they reached Alistan’s home, she gathered the shadows and jumped, bringing her two friends with her.

      At the door, she hesitated before knocking.

      She raised her hand but the door opened even before she had a chance to knock. Durand greeted her.

      “Is it done?”

      Carth nodded. “I rescued my friends. Did your people do their part?”

      Durand nodded. “They did. She is captured.”

      Carth allowed herself a moment to breathe out, finally relaxing. Could she finally have stopped Linsay? All it took was losing a friend—two friends—and attempting to play a very different game than she ever had before. And for what? For revenge on Carth? Or was there something more?

      Now that Linsay had been neutralized, she would have time to understand. The only problem was that she wasn’t sure that she could understand. Linsay—the Collector—was playing a different game than she ever did. It was one that was more ruthless than any she ever played, and for a while, she had feared that she would have to be equally ruthless.

      “Carth?” Alayna asked.

      She released the shadows and looked over at her friend. Alayna’s green eyes seemed darker and Carth wondered what she Saw when she looked at her. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. And you shouldn’t be. Not after what we’ve gone through.”

      Carth sighed. “I want to be. I think I will in time.”

      “What now?”

      “Now I think it’s time for us to return.”

      “What about Linsay?”

      “That’s something I still have to deal with,” Carth said.

      She hadn’t decided what she would do, and she wasn’t sure what the constables would even allow her to do. Hopefully, they would keep Linsay, but she wondered if they could do so indefinitely. If they couldn’t, Carth would have to take a more active role—or make a more definitive action.

      Carth shook her head. No. She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t become as ruthless as Linsay had proven to be. She wouldn’t become the Collector.

      She was Carth. And that was enough.
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      Carth entered the cave slowly and carefully, practically feeling Peter’s eyes on her back. He had allowed her to remain free—for now—though she wasn’t sure how long he would continue to leave her so. That was more than she had expected, especially when she had agreed to subject herself to his discipline. And she’d meant it.

      There was no light near the back of the cavern, though as she went, she realized that she didn’t need it. Even without casting aside the shadows, she managed to push them back.

      Or did she?

      Had something happened to her through the fact that she had entered the chamber twice? Had she been influenced by that power?

      “You’re so careful,” Linsay said as she approached. She sat near the back of the cave, staring intently at Carth. Her eyes wore a deep anger and she had a hard set to her jaw that suggested that she was determined to find a way to escape. Carth wouldn’t put it past her to succeed—and if she did, Carth would be ready, prepared to counter. Hopefully she would have enough of a warning if it came to that.

      “I’m careful because I need to be.”

      “I’m impressed that you managed to place me here. It was a move I wasn’t expecting.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Boiyn.” When Linsay frowned at her, Carth stepped closer. She didn’t fear Linsay would attack. She wasn’t a fighter but a strategist. That was where Carth had the advantage. She was both. “When he beat you, it was his move that I thought of. A willing sacrifice that would potentially grant you more power… or take it from you.”

      “Talia?”

      Carth nodded.

      “She won’t help you for long. She will make certain that I get free. When I do—”

      “You might get free, but I doubt that Talia will be the reason. You’ve harmed her long enough.”

      “Harmed? She’s my sister.”

      “So were Jenna and Alayna.”

      Linsay smiled. “Yes. And now that I’m here, they will suffer a painful death. Are you prepared for that? I know how much you care about all your poor helpless girls.” Linsay sneered at her. “So helpless, much like myself. That’s why you just had to do what you could to save me. I am so very thankful that I had someone like you who was willing to come and rescue me. What would I have done?”

      “You won’t hurt them.”

      “Like I didn’t hurt Boiyn? Like I didn’t hurt those in the kitchen? It’s a shame that Jenna was supposed to take the blame for them, and now she’ll be nothing more than another victim.”

      “No. She won’t.”

      “There’s nothing you can do to find them. I won’t share how to find them, and without me—”

      “Talia shared what she knew.”

      Linsay paused only a moment. “Good luck reaching them. I have a few surprises for you when you try.”

      “I’ve already reached them. They’re safe.”

      “Even you wouldn’t be able to reach them.”

      “No? That’s where I think you’ve made another mistake, Linsay. You underestimate my ability to fight. And you think that I would have hesitated to use the enhancements that Boiyn had left for me.”

      Linsay watched her as if trying to determine whether Carth was telling the truth or not, before smiling widely. “I made certain there were no enhancements remaining.”

      Carth leaned toward her, flashing a wide smile. “And Boiyn beat you again.”

      She stared at Carth before asking, “How?”

      “The Tsatsun pieces. He had placed vials within them.” Carth still didn’t know why, or when he had decided that he would need to, but when she had seen it, she had known Boiyn had anticipated something happening. Why hadn’t he stopped her? Why had he been a willing sacrifice?

      Had he become so skilled with Tsatsun that he realized what would happen that far in advance? Not having him was such a loss.

      “Even with enhancements, you wouldn’t have survived what I had in place.”

      “The balloon?” Carth smiled when Linsay froze, her expression saying everything. “I admit I was surprised by it, and it took a little effort to stop them, but we survived.”

      “We?”

      Carth smiled. “By the time your mysterious package appeared, I had already rescued Jenna and Alayna. Combined with my other helper…”

      “Talia,” Linsay said softly.

      “Talia,” Carth agreed.

      “So you’ve won. That’s what you’ve come here to tell me.”

      “I don’t know that this was a victory.” Carth took a deep breath, searching for the necessary words. “Why? Why did you want to destroy me so badly that you were willing to sacrifice so many innocents?”

      “No one is innocent, Carthenne Rel. Especially you.”

      Carth waited, hoping that Linsay would say something more, but she didn’t. “The constabulary has decided to hold you here until the tribunal reaches a decision. I have it on good authority that the tribunal will vote to keep you here indefinitely.”

      “They won’t be able to keep me here indefinitely.”

      “No. Probably not. Which is why I have offered to hold you myself.”

      Linsay snorted. “After everything we’ve been through, you actually believe that you can hold me?”

      “I think the better question is whether I can do so without killing you.” She let the words hang for a moment. “Or whether Alayna or Jenna will exact their revenge.” Carth leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I doubt the tribunal will agree to release you into my custody, but if they do, I promise that you will not find it pleasant.”

      “Do you think I found any of the time I spent with you pleasant?”

      “More than you care to admit. You will regret what you did to Boiyn, if you don’t already. And you will suffer for it one way or another.”

      Carth stood and started away.

      “Carth,” Linsay said.

      Carth paused and looked at Linsay.

      “Understand this. I will get out of here. And I will destroy you.”

      Carth shook her head. “You’ve already failed. You just don’t see the moves yet.”
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* * *

      Grab book 3 of The Collector Chronicles: Shadow Trapped.
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      Carth won the last round, but the game is only beginning.

      When the Collector escapes from the prison on Keyall, Carth prepares a daring plan to recapture her, but knows the Collector has already planned for any move she might make.

      Discovering what she’s truly after will require an uneasy alliance and leads to a discovery that sends Carth looking into her past to learn how to survive the present.
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      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading Shadow Hunted. 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.

      
        For more information:

        
          www.dkholmberg.com
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