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      The rocking of the ship no longer soothed Carth as it swayed against the massive dock. They’d been tied here too long for her comfort, long enough that Jhon claimed they should be venturing back onto the sea, but with each passing day they remained in the port. None of it was his fault—or any of the sailors’; they couldn’t affect the weather—but that didn’t change the unease she felt.

      “You need to practice your breathing,” Jhon told her. He barely glanced at her over the top of the book propped open on his lap. The long ink-coated quill rested on a strip of paper next to him, and his fingers were stained with the dark blue ink that he preferred.

      “My breathing?” she snapped, before taking a calming breath and shaking her head. Maybe he was right, and she did need to practice her breathing. “We’ve been here for nearly two weeks, Jhon. Two weeks, and I’ve been stuck on this stupid ship the entire time!”

      “This stupid ship is bringing you to the next step in your training. It will bring you to the Reshian, who can train you.”

      “You say that, but I have no evidence of it.” He kept telling her about the next step in her training, but she never felt any closer to it. Instead, it felt as if she ran from those she needed to help.

      “You would rather the captain risk the storms?”

      Carth breathed out. The captain claimed reports from other ships coming north told of terrible storms, and he preferred to remain in port until they were known to have passed. This was the only deepwater port for leagues, but that didn’t make her feel any better. “I would rather get as far as we can from the Hjan.”

      “You shouldn’t fear them. You were the reason they were stopped in Nyaesh,” Jhon chastised.

      “You do.”

      A hint of a smile played across his mouth. “Do I?”

      “I saw you when they attacked in Nyaesh. And when the A’ras fought.”

      He sniffed and glanced back to the book. Since they’d been stationed in the port, he had spent all his time reading, occasionally taking notes, but never seeming to have the same anxiety as her. It was almost as if he truly felt as calm as he tried to portray.

      “Any sane person would know a hint of fear when it comes to the Hjan. Your parents did, Carthenne, which was why they wanted to bring you to the A’ras. They knew what might happen.”

      She sighed. Her parents. It had been months since she’d thought about what had happened to her parents, months since she had mourned them. In some ways, that felt unfair to their memory. In others, she was thankful for the ability to forget. She’d spent enough time in the weeks after their passing trying to understand why they would have been killed. Now she knew the Hjan had killed them, and thought she knew why. It was the same reason they had come after her.

      Leaning against the bunk, one that reminded her of the bunk she’d been given by Vera all those years ago, she stared up at the slatted ceiling. “Did I ever tell you of the game my father used to play at night?” she asked.

      “Your father was of Ih-lash. I believe you said he played many games with you, Carthenne.”

      That was true. Most had been designed to help her learn to move in the shadows and the darkness, but it had been the games he hadn’t taught her that she wished she still had him around for. There would have to have been games for her to understand the shadows and what it meant for her to be shadow born. She controlled the shadows in ways that even the shadow blessed weren’t able to do, but there wasn’t anyone who could help her understand what she needed to do with the shadows, and what she was really capable of doing. She had hints, but that was it.

      “Why do you think they used games?” she asked.

      Jhon set the book down and looked over to her. “Games have the advantage in that they make training enjoyable. When you played with your father, did it ever feel like work?”

      “I was young, Jhon. Nothing they did would have felt like work.”

      “Youth doesn’t mean you couldn’t be put to work, Carthenne. Many your age can be put to work. Think of the A’ras. Did you enjoy your lessons there?”

      Carth grunted. “I don’t think the A’ras wanted to teach me.”

      “They didn’t know what you were capable of. Even near the end, I don’t think Invar fully understood. That was not his fault, but I can understand how that made it harder for you.” He picked up his book and set it on his lap once more. His dark-stained fingers tapped along the surface of the book as he began reading it again. “Even the A’ras could have made your studies more entertaining. I think the shadow blessed of the Ih-lash understood that. Few ever do.”

      Jhon fell silent and Carth waited for him to say something more, but he didn’t. She hopped off her bunk and reached the door before he spoke again.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Topside.”

      “You will stay on the ship.”

      “You have already told me that, Jhon. I will remain on the ship.”

      He nodded and returned his focus to the book. As Carth pulled the door closed behind her, she wondered what he found within that held his interest as it did. Were there secrets to powers she didn’t yet understand written in those pages or was it something more mundane?

      Jhon had to be forced to open up to her, though she wondered what more he could tell her. She had so many questions, and he made it clear he didn’t have all the answers she wanted. Eventually he might share more, but that might not come until they reached their destination, wherever that might be. Jhon still hadn’t told her that much, only that it was away. She no longer knew if they sailed north or south—when they finally did sail, that was.

      She reached the top deck and looked out into the darkness. Candles glowed from dozens of buildings along the docks, most likely inns or taverns, much like those she had known in Nyaesh. There was something about the docks that drew taverns and gambling and drinking to them, like flies to a carcass, she supposed. Within the shadows, she could make out more shapes than most, especially when she sank into the shadows and wrapped them around her like a cloak. When she did that, though, she felt the shadows change the darkness, shifting it so that she had not so much a sense of shadows, but a sense that the shadows lightened. Sounds muted, making everything in a fog, but that was the price she paid for the advantage the shadows offered.

      “See anything tonight?”

      Carth glanced over to see Adam standing along the railing, his heavy beard thick in the shadows of the night. Muscled arms revealed the strange tattoos he and many of the other sailors preferred. They had meaning, she suspected, but Carth hadn’t managed to get them to share with her what each symbol meant.

      “Only the city and the sea. Strange they both seem so far away.”

      Adam chuckled. “We’ll be underway again soon enough. If we move too soon, we run the risk of the storms or worse.”

      “What’s worse than the storms?” she asked. She’d never learned why the sailors feared heading out into the storms. The ships were large enough that they should be able to handle the rains they’d been through so far. None had been so powerful that a ship the size of the Levelan should have trouble, but then Carth wasn’t much of a sailor.

      Adam laughed again. “Not coming back from them,” he said. “The sea claims ship as well as man, and when the storms become really large… many have sunk over the years, and some have come back.”

      “You say that like it would be bad.”

      Adam turned his attention to the darkness of the sea. Wind gusted over the deck, flapping the rolled sails, and tinged with the hint of rain, though it had been promised for days and still hadn’t come. “There are times when death is the better option, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      She shook her head at the mention of her homeland. All of the sailors had said it with the same sort of reverence, something Carth didn’t fully understand, though she hadn’t known her homeland. Her parents had left there when she’d been very young, bringing her from city to city as they made their way south, eventually stopping in Nyaesh. Now Carth traveled without them, and it felt wrong.

      “I don’t know anything about your superstitions.”

      “Superstitions like the shadows?”

      She’d been on the ship for nearly a week before realizing that most of the sailors treated her with a sense of awe. They served the Reshian, and while they had known of the shadow blessed, they hadn’t met one before. So far, Jhon had hidden from them the fact that she was more than shadow blessed. Carth wasn’t about to be the one who revealed she was shadow born as well. They might not know what that meant, but she wasn’t about to be the reason they learned.

      “The shadows are real,” she said. “I can see them. You can see them. And with enough strength, you can sink into them.”

      He studied her, his eyes the color of the night, something she had learned was a sign of Ih-lash. She hadn’t learned if they were of Ih-lash the way that she was, or if they only shared features. Those weren’t questions that she felt comfortable asking, not until she knew Adam and the others better.

      “They are real enough for you, one who is born to see them. They are nothing more than stories to me. See?” he said, opening his hands and spreading them as if trying to show her all of the sea. “We are not so different.”

      Carth laughed. “If you say so.”

      “You shouldn’t listen to Adam. He barely knows how to find his way through the storms.”

      Tessa appeared on the deck, her feet nearly soundless on the wood. She had the same dark eyes as Adam, but her light skin was nearer to Carth’s than to the deeply tanned skin Adam possessed. She had none of the tattoos either. She smiled as she gripped the railing, looking out into the darkness. “You come here each night, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      “Where else is there for me to go? Jhon suggested I remain on the ship until we get underway again.”

      “You would rather go into the city?”

      Carth glanced at the buildings, staring at the lights in the windows. She thought of the Wounded Lyre and wondered what had happened to those she once had lived with. The Lyre had never been really home, but it had been a place where she had been safe for a while. Would Kel still be there? Would Vera and Hal still be okay? She’d have liked to tell them so many things, and thank them for taking her in and giving her a place where she could be safe in the days after her parents had died.

      She sighed. “I want off the ship, even if it’s for a few hours.”

      Adam and Tessa glanced at each other. “You are shadow blessed, Carth of Ih-lash. You can go where you would like.”

      “I don’t think Jhon would see it the same way.”

      “The shadows will protect you if that’s what you fear,” Adam said. “Even that one must understand how they will.”

      “We will be underway again soon,” Tessa said. “Do not worry, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      Carth sighed. “Not soon enough,” she said.

      Adam laughed. “When it comes to sailing, it is never what we want, but always enough. You will have to understand, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      “I understand others think they know what I am to be, but I don’t know what that is.”

      “You are shadow blessed. That is enough.”

      Carth almost told him that she was more than shadow blessed, but decided against it. What would it matter? What would it change? She traveled with Jhon to wherever he was taking her, so that she could continue to learn, and eventually she would understand her destiny. But for now, she was Carth of Ih-lash, shipbound.

      From the shore, she heard a scream.

      Adam and Tessa went to the rail and peered into the darkness. The scream came again, this time weaker and somehow closer.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “The reason Jhon does not wish for you to enter Odian.”

      “Why?”

      Fire bloomed in the night before it was stamped out.

      Another scream came, this one quieter than the others, more muted, as if the shadows were subduing it, though she knew that could not be the case. She barely held on to them.

      “Adam?”

      “Carth of Ih-lash, you should go back below deck. Jhon would be irritated if he knew we allowed you to remain here.”

      “I thought you said I was shadow blessed, so I would be protected.”

      “From most,” Adam said, “but there’s no reason to risk danger when it comes to this place.”

      Another cry came in the night, this one more like a whimper than a cry. It was more distant; whoever had been hurt was now moving away. Carth strained to listen, pulling on the shadows, but nothing came.

      “You should go back below,” Adam suggested. He stared into the night, as if he might see something there that Carth could not.

      “Adam—”

      “It is not safe, Carth of Ih-lash,” Tessa said.

      Another scream came, this time yet more distantly. Neither of the sailors moved.

      Carth wanted to go, to see if there was anything that she could do to help, but how? She didn’t know this city. And it was clear Jhon wanted her to remain on board, worried that something might happen to her. Worse, the sounds reminded her of the screams she’d heard in Nyaesh during the battles, the sounds of those dying…

      With a sigh, she turned away.

      Even as she did, she couldn’t shake the mournful sounds that seemed to follow her, like the sound of her fear chasing her.
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      Carth sat in her bunk, staring at the hull of the ship, letting the raging of the storms outside fill her awareness. Sleep had been fitful the night before, the occasional sound of screams making it into her dreams. Carth didn’t know if she had really heard the screams, or if they were memories.

      When Jhon entered carrying a steaming cup of tea, he stared at her with his dark eyes that she hadn’t managed to read. Jhon took a seat on his bed and sipped at his tea, watching as she roused herself.

      “Will we be moving soon?” Carth asked.

      “Only the gods know for certain, Carthenne.”

      “Carth.” When Jhon tipped his head and offered a quizzical expression, she clarified. “You keep calling me Carthenne.”

      “Is that not your name?”

      “That’s my name—”

      “Then what is the issue?”

      “It’s what my mother called me.”

      Jhon took a sip from his cup. “I see. And your father?”

      “He called me Carth.” There were other nicknames he’d given her as well, but she wouldn’t share those with Jhon.

      “You didn’t care for your mother calling you by your full name?”

      Carth shifted on her bed. She’d never given it much thought before, but had always gone by Carth. It suited her in ways her full name never felt like it did. Not that Carthenne felt wrong, only that it was more formal than she liked.

      “It reminds me too much of her,” she answered softly.

      Jhon tipped his head. “I will call you Carth, then. You should know that Carthenne suits your heritage. It is a name of Ih-lash, one steeped in history and power.”

      “I didn’t know there were others with the name.”

      Jhon scooted to the edge of his bed. “I don’t know the histories of Ih-lash as well as I know those of other lands, but the story of Carthenne lives beyond the borders of Ih-lash.”

      “Why?”

      “She was a woman of much renown. Shadow blessed, much like yourself.”

      “I’m more than shadow blessed, Jhon.”

      He tipped his head and took a sip of tea. “You are, which is why you must find the Reshian to learn.” He sighed and stared toward the door leading into the hall. “Some would say that Carthenne was more than shadow blessed as well. Carthenne lived in a time when Ih and Lashasn warred, a time when there was no peace. Both sought control for the north. Initially she served the people of Ih, working for the king as an informant, one who used her abilities to mask herself so that none would know she had ever been there. In those earliest days, she was little more than a rumor. Few knew how she could disappear and reappear, doing so more easily than any before her, using her abilities to discover secrets and accumulate power.”

      “She was a spy?”

      The A’ras had some spies. Many within the palace would train in deception, and would be sent from Nyaesh to discover secrets of the neighboring nations. They were the reason that the Reshian were discovered, and she suspected the reason that they knew how to create the barrier around the palace that prevented the shadow blessed from getting through.

      “A spy, though they didn’t refer to themselves in such ways. Informant. Diplomat. The shadow blessed played many roles in ancient Ih, and none were soldiers. They had no need. They could obtain information much like Carthenne did, and they could disappear without any knowing that they were there.”

      “If she was a spy for Ih, how did she become renowned?”

      “Because she was the reason the people of Ih and those of Lashasn were united into a single people, one that was stronger than either had been before, and all without additional bloodshed. Carthenne gave them the name Ih-lash, one that carries with it the memories of both, but the strength of the people who followed. But even that wasn’t her greatest accomplishment.”

      Carth knew so little of her homeland. She’d left there when she was too young to know anything about Ih-lash, and she could barely read the language. The few books she had that had once been her mother’s were difficult for her to read.

      “What was her greatest accomplishment?” Carth asked.

      Jhon smiled. “Not only did she unify the people without further war, she managed to do it in such a way that she was celebrated as something of a savior, and named ruler. Think of that—a spy as the savior of her people.”

      Carth sat back in her bunk. Hearing that story made her feel somewhat fonder of her name. “I still prefer Carth.”

      “And I will call you that, as you have asked.”

      Carth sighed. “My mother… she was the only one who used my full name, but it was my father who was from Ih-lash.”

      “That I can prove.”

      “My mother would have had the connection to the A’ras.”

      “It is possible that neither did.”

      “But I can reach the A’ras magic!”

      “Possessing the ability to use the A’ras magic does not require that you descend from the A’ras. It only means that you are sensitive to the flows of that magic.”

      Carth sniffed. “In all the time I studied with the A’ras, I could never reach the magic the same as others.”

      “Invar tells me that your connection to it is deeper than most. You are tied to the flame.”

      Carth remembered the way the flame burned within Master Hall. Invar had been concerned that the Hjan would extinguish the flame, that by doing so, they would cause the rest of the A’ras to lose their connection to the magic.

      Then they had.

      Somehow, Invar had reignited the flame and claimed that Carth—like him—had the ability to access the magic more directly. She had assumed that connection came from her mother, but what if it didn’t? What if she had only been born to that connection, not tied to it because of her lineage as she had thought?

      “I…”

      Jhon finished his tea and set the cup down. “We will have you to the Reshian soon enough. You’ve spent long enough learning of the flame—it is time you understand the shadows.”

      The Reshian. She’d spent her time in Nyaesh fearing them, and now she would learn from them. Jhon still hadn’t told her where they traveled, though. Leaving Nyaesh and heading away still felt in some ways like she ran from the Hjan, and from those who had helped her. Would that ever change?

      “Where are they?” she asked.

      Jhon shook his head. “They do not stay settled, Carth. It is too dangerous for them.”

      “Because of the Hjan?”

      “The Hjan, and others.”

      “And they will teach me to master my abilities?”

      “You won’t be the only shadow blessed there, Carth. You might be the only shadow born, and you certainly will be the only one with the ability to detect the flows of the A’ras magic, but you are not as alone as you think.”

      “And the Hjan?”

      “When we reach them, it will be different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they will keep you safe.”

      He grabbed his cup and started to stand.

      “You haven’t said anything about why.”

      “There is nothing to tell you yet.”

      Carth moved toward him, grabbing at the shadows for strength without meaning to. Jhon seemed to notice and frowned. “Because I’m from Ih-lash?”

      “No, because you are not as yet of the Reshian. The Hjan have not discovered how to defeat them. They still seek power, which is why they travel to places like Nyaesh. They thought claiming the A’ras would be easy.” A slight smile tugged on the corners of his lips. “They did not expect to find one like you there. That they didn’t know provides me with some hope.”

      “Hope for what?”

      Jhon took a deep breath, and for a moment, she thought he might answer. Then he shook his head slightly. “When we reach the Reshian, you will learn all you need. For now, I think you understand how dangerous the Hjan are.”

      He reached the door and rapped with his knuckles on the hull. “When the storm passes, we should be able to continue onward. For now, you should stay aboard.”

      Before he had the chance to disappear behind the door, Carth called after him. “I heard something in the city last night.”

      “You heard nothing, Carth.”

      “I heard an attack. There were screams.”

      “This is Odian. Not all is what you think.”

      “I’ve heard similar sounds in Nyaesh. I didn’t do anything there either.” She didn’t want to have more nights like last night where she lay awake, knowing that she could have done something but didn’t. The sound of the screams had chased her into her sleep and remained with her. If she had another night like that, she would have to act, wouldn’t she?

      “Nyaesh is nothing like Odian.”

      He closed the door behind him.

      Carth hesitated and then leapt from the bed, chasing after him. When she reached the door, he was gone.

      She followed Jhon down the hall but saw no sign of him, as if he had disappeared in shadows, but she didn’t think he had that ability. At least, he hadn’t shown any sign he was shadow blessed and had made it seem he couldn’t provide any more answers about her ability than she already had.

      Through Jhon, she had learned to cloak herself, and she had learned to use the shadows in ways she might not have considered, but she suspected there were other ways she still didn’t understand. Every so often, she would do something with the shadows that made her realize how little she knew. There was the time when she had discovered that she could use the shadows to augment her strength, or to help her fly across the night. How much more would she learn if she had someone who could teach her?

      Wind and rain pounded on the hull of the ship, audible even deep within its belly. Carth reached the stairs leading to the upper deck and hesitated. Jhon wanted her to remain safe, but she didn’t want to simply sit and wait. Remaining on the ship was hard enough, and it was worse the longer she remained below deck.

      At the top of the stairs, she hesitated. None of her magic or her abilities would protect her from the storm, but she didn’t mind the rain. Living near the docks in Nyaesh for those months had exposed her to storms, but she’d already been exposed to worse on her travels to Nyaesh in the first place. Her parents had brought her from city to city by foot, and there had often been storms that had passed through. In the north, the storms could be violent, and came with the chill of the wind and the sharp needles of rain. At least the storm here was warm.

      Carth stood in the rain a moment, drenched instantly. It came down in sheets, and though it was daylight, she could see nothing of the city from where she stood. Carth reached the railing at the edge of the deck and gripped it tightly. She didn’t want to think of how hard it would be to swim in the sea, as choppy as it would be, and even with her ability with the shadows, she doubted she would be able to make it back to shore if she were to fall overboard.

      She stared toward Odian, listening. There was nothing but the heavy sound of the rain, the steady pounding of the waves as they slammed against the ship, and the occasional peal of thunder that rumbled across the sky.

      “You should not be out in this, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      Carth turned to see Tessa standing behind her. She wore a thin wrap of fabric around her, and rain ran in rivers down her chest. Even soaked as she was, Tessa was a lovely woman. “I couldn’t stay below any longer.”

      “The storms are heavy,” Tessa said.

      “Can you tell when they will pass?”

      Tessa smiled. “We do not speak to the storms, Carth of Ih-lash. We can listen to the blowing of the wind and hear the way the ship groans when the waves crash into it, but we don’t know when the clouds will abate and when the sun will next shine. If we were able to do that, we would always have clear skies.”

      “You don’t seem to mind the storms.”

      Tessa glanced to the sky. “Why mind the rain? It is as much a part of the sea as the sun and the waves. We understand we’re only a part of something larger, and we cannot control many of these things.”

      Carth held on to the railing as a particularly strong swell struck the ship. Her feet slipped, and she had to brace herself, barely managing to maintain her footing. Instinctively, she used a hint of shadow to fortify herself.

      When the wave settled, Tessa watched her with an interested expression, the hollows around the corners of her eyes asking a question that she never spoke.

      Carth released the railing and hurried back below the ship, unable to feel that it was anything but a retreat.
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      When the storm finally passed, Carth still hadn’t left her room. The air begun to stink of dry sweat and dampness, odors the flowers Jhon had placed did nothing to alleviate. He’d barely been back in the room the last few days, leaving her alone. That was just as well. She was not in any mood to discuss her confinement with him.

      The door creaked open and she looked up to see Tessa standing in the doorway. Carth hadn’t spent much time with her since seeing her in the storm, though that was not uncommon. Most of the crew kept themselves sequestered and separate from what they considered their cargo. Tessa and Adam spoke to her regularly, but they did so only when she found them with no other choice. The captain was the only exception, but Jhon spent much of his days with him, hidden away.

      Carth sat up and tucked the book she’d been staring at back under her pillow. It was one of the few books she’d managed to rescue from her home in Nyaesh, one that her mother had once held dear enough to hide in the walls of the house. They were written in Ih, and Carth could barely read them, but she derived a strange sort of comfort from looking at the diagrams of different leaves and plants, knowing her mother had once studied this book and that she had used these pages for reference many times.

      “I thought we might visit a bit,” Tessa said.

      Carth moved to the edge of the bed and Tessa leaned on the bed Jhon used. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight braid, and she wore a nearly sheer wrap. “You want to explain to me why we’re still not sailing?”

      Tessa grinned. “I don’t think anything I tell you will make you any more pleased about that, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      “Then why did you come?”

      “I came to see what questions you might have about Ih.”

      Ih. Not Ih-lash.

      Carth frowned, forcing herself not to glance at the book now resting on the bed. The cover would be exposed, and if Tessa knew anything of Ih, and of the language that Carth did not, she might know exactly what secrets hid within the pages of the book. Eventually she wanted to know those answers, but for now… for now she wanted it to remain something of a mystery, so that she could hold on to the belief that her mother had been nothing more than an herbalist. The more she learned about herself, and about the things that she could do, the more she questioned the accuracy of that belief.

      “I’m from Ih-lash,” Carth said.

      “You are, but you have the blood of old Ih. I saw that when you held yourself on the railing, though I should have seen it in the days before.”

      “I’m shadow blessed. There is no secret in that.”

      Tessa smiled. “Perhaps that is all it is. There was something that I saw.”

      “Jhon tells me that Ih and Lashasn were united by someone who shared my name.”

      “Carthenne. Yes, she is well known to our people. The first of the shadow born. One who controls the shadows, uses them in ways that others cannot. They are more than the shadow blessed, more than the Reshian of today.”

      “Tell me,” Carth said, thinking of questions that had bothered her since her time in Nyaesh, working with the A’ras. “What happened with the Reshian?” She might be traveling to join them, but what did she know about them?

      “That is a story of sadness, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      “I think I need to know it. My parents were of Ih-lash.”

      Tessa nodded. “Of course, or you would not have been allowed on this vessel. They are the remnants of Ih-lash. They remember.”

      “Remnants? But Ih-lash—”

      “It is no more. The Hjan have destroyed it, and they would destroy its people, but they have failed. They sought to force the A’ras against the Reshian, those who remain, but they have failed in that. You stopped them, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      Some of the comments she’d heard from the Hjan now began to make a different sort of sense. “All of Ih-lash is gone?”

      “The people remain, but those with any ability, those shadow blessed, do not dare return. Too many of the Hjan remain, and they are determined to destroy those who appear.”

      “They want power,” Carth said.

      “They want to destroy those with power,” Tessa answered. “They would steal the power of others, if they cannot understand it. With the shadow blessed, there is nothing they can steal. It is a gift born to those of Ih, born of the ancient bloodline.” She flashed a sad smile at Carth. “It is unfortunate your parents never shared with you your heritage.”

      “I never knew why we left Ih-lash. I knew there was some reason…” She flushed as she remembered wondering—however briefly—whether her father had been a thief, and whether that had been the reason he’d taught her the games he had. They had traveled to so many cities in her short life, and had stayed for brief times in each of them. Nyaesh had been her home the longest, but it was the home that she’d had without her family.

      “They escaped, like so many other did before them. They were lucky; they managed to get out before the attacks became too fierce. The fighting with the Hjan… it was brutal. Only a small number of those with the shadow blessing escaped.”

      “How? With our abilities…”

      “The shadow blessed were never soldiers, Carth of Ih-lash. They would seek knowledge and understanding, and could travel where others could not, but only to maintain the peace. The shadows cannot be used to fight.” She paused, a slow grin spreading across her face. “Unless you are one of the shadow born. Then the shadows will answer you in ways that they will not for others.”

      Carth considered the ways the shadows had responded to her. Hadn’t she used shadows to augment her strength, or to give her abilities to escape places that she should not? Hadn’t she used the shadows to kill, pressing them through the knife?

      “What of you?” Carth asked.

      Tessa smiled. “I can see the shadows, and I can sink into them, but not like some. That is not my gift.”

      Tessa was silent for a time, and Carth looked over to her. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “If you are shadow blessed, then it is even more important that you reach the safety of the Reshian. So few remain. You must learn what you can do, and how your abilities can be harnessed. Your people depend on that, Carth of Ih-lash. And now that you have trained with the A’ras, perhaps you can bring a different sort of peace.”

      Tessa left, disappearing in a swirl of shadows that left Carth smiling. The woman used shadows far more than she admitted, though probably not in the same way Carth used them. In that way, it was no different than how she used the A’ras magic; not the same as the others of the A’ras, different enough that most didn’t know what exactly it was that she could do, and had no idea of how to help her.

      Carth sat in place, pulling on the shadows, drawing strength from them, and wondering if she would ever learn the truth of her people. Even those who seemed like they should know something weren’t eager to share.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You should come out of the berth,” Jhon said to her.

      “Why is that? What is there for me outside this room? We don’t move yet, and you won’t let me off the ship to go into Odian.”

      “Because it is not safe. You must understand that I have only asked that you remain here for your safety.”

      “Mine? Have you heard the sounds that come out at night? The screams?” Last night had been another hard night. The storms had passed and when she stood on the deck, staring into the darkness, she’d heard the same sort of scream she’d heard before. Tessa had sat in the shadows watching her, and Carth had forced herself to turn away and return to her berth. Had she not, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. Probably something stupid.

      “Odian is dangerous.”

      “So am I,” she said. As she did, she pulled on the shadows, wrapping them around herself. With enough strength, she could completely conceal herself.

      Jhon stepped toward her, and Carth jumped out of the way, moving to the side of the berth. Holding on to the shadows as she did, she found the movement easy, augmented in some way by the shadows.

      Carth released her connection to the shadows and stood before Jhon. “See?”

      “I see that you rely too much on your abilities. Power has limits, Carth. Even yours.”

      Carth hadn’t discovered the limits to her abilities. With the shadows, there had only been the A’ras magic in the wall that had prevented her from reaching the shadows. Once she’d managed to get past that, she had been able to use the shadows for many things. With the A’ras magic, the delay came from her mood. If she managed to get angry enough, or scared, then the magic flowed.

      “I don’t have any limits here.”

      “Not here, but there are limits. You haven’t learned enough to understand them yet. That is why I caution you to remain here. There are those who—”

      “You think that there are those who can counter my shadow ability here in Odian? I think I would have detected something before now, don’t you?”

      “You don’t understand this place.”

      Carth sighed. “Because we don’t go anywhere! We’ve been stuck in this port for nearly two weeks. Two weeks and you won’t let me off the ship, and you tell me that it’s too dangerous to go into the city, but I have the ability to do more than you realize.”

      Jhon nodded. “You are capable. You would not have survived another Hjan attack were you not, but you remain too reliant on abilities you don’t fully understand. You need to learn there are other paths to success, paths that do not require you to be the most powerful. When it comes to the Hjan, there may come a time when you are no longer the most powered person. What would you do then?”

      She thought of Felyn and the ease with which he had dispatched the A’ras, and that was before she’d understood exactly what it was that he did. She shivered, trying to hide it. “Run,” she answered softly.

      “And if you cannot run? If there is no place for you to go? What would you do then, Carthenne?”

      “Carth,” she said quickly.

      Jhon took a deep breath. “Carth. What would you do then?”

      “I…”

      “You don’t know because you have focused on power being the key. Your shadow abilities give you a different kind of talent, one that does not require that you place yourself in danger as you seem wont to do. You can remain in the shadows, concealed, and only risk yourself when you know there is value in doing so.”

      He rapped on the wood of the ship and tipped his head to the side, almost as if listening to the sound the reverberation made. “We will be underway soon. Then we can discuss the next step in your training.”

      “What will that be?” she asked.

      Jhon glanced back and watched her with the same unreadable expression he always managed. “The Reshian will explain. More than that, I am not certain.”
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      The air held a hint of rain, and the ship rocked against the dock, only occasionally swaying with more energy, never quite enough to throw Carth off her feet. She held loosely on to the railing, using the shadows with a light connection, not enough to be noticed by anyone with shadow ability—at least she hoped not.

      Near the bow, Tessa worked on coiling a length of thick rope. Every so often, she’d glance up, as if she knew what Carth did, before returning her attention to the work.

      Dozens of lights left Odian slightly brighter, casting aside some of the comforting shadows she saw within the city. One fire blazed more brightly, this one near the edge of the city, and far enough distant that it didn’t obscure Carth’s ability to peer through the shadows. From her vantage, she could see people moving in the city, though the buildings rising up on either side of the street obscured much from her sight.

      Occasional shouts pierced the otherwise somber night, mixing with the splashing of waves along the hull and the occasional rumble of thunder in the distance, creating a sort of rhythm that she began to feel suited Odian.

      “You stare at the city as if you long to be there,” Tessa said.

      “It’s been over two weeks that we’ve docked here. Jhon still doesn’t think I should leave the ship.”

      Tessa set down her coil of rope and wiped her hands on the thin fabric wrap she wore. Carth had often wondered how that provided enough protection, but Tessa never seemed uncomfortable—or embarrassed the way that Carth would be were she the one wearing it.

      “Your instructor is wise in keeping you from the city. Were it not for the storms…”

      “The storms have passed.”

      “They have passed here, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      Carth sighed. There might still be hints of thunder, but the storms had passed. Why were they still not underway?

      “What makes Odian so dangerous?” she asked. “It doesn’t look any different than Nyaesh.”

      “Even Nyaesh can be dangerous, especially around the docks.”

      “I lived along the docks,” Carth said.

      “Then you know.”

      Carth laughed. A particularly strong wave struck the ship, cutting her off and stealing the sound of her laughter. “I know the docks could be dangerous, but if you know your way around you can be safe enough.”

      Tessa turned her attention to the city. “I suppose it would be much the same in a place like this.”

      She returned to her work without saying another word, climbing up a rope ladder to check on the rolled sails. Carth remained at the railing, standing for a long time, when a scream echoed against the night.

      She tensed. There had been others like it since the first time she’d heard it, the night that the screams had lived on in her dreams. This was sharper, as if the shadows made it clearer.

      “Tessa?”

      The other woman was too high to hear her.

      Carth pulled on the shadows, stretching them in such a way that they would part, making it easier for her to hear. It was possible Tessa would notice what she did and would recognize that she had more capabilities than someone only shadow blessed should have, but as another scream joined the first, she knew she did the right thing.

      Another scream.

      Sound carried this time, rather than being muted as it was when she simply held on to the shadows. Through the darkness of night, she recognized the sound and traced it toward the source.

      It was a child.

      “Please,” the child cried. “I don’t want—”

      She didn’t get a chance to hear what the child didn’t want. There came a sharp crack and the whimpering was silenced.

      Carth swallowed.

      “Bring her,” another said.

      “She’s no use now. You’ve ruined her face. They won’t pay for her like this.”

      Carth’s breath caught. Could she really have heard what she thought she had? She knew places where women were sold—they were places her parents had warned her against, and places where they had made sure that she was safe when they had to visit.

      “Kill her, then. Better that than dragging her with us. We’ve got enough the way it is.”

      Carth swallowed again.

      “No. P-please!”

      She heard the sound of metal being unsheathed. Her hand went to her side, where she’d kept her knife, and gripped the hilt. It was her father’s knife, she now knew, not one of the A’ras’s as she had long believed. Before she knew what she was doing, she had the knife unsheathed.

      “Carth of Ih-lash?” Tessa asked.

      “No!”

      The voice tugged on her heart.

      What else could she do?

      She pulled on the shadows and jumped.

      Wrapped in the shadows as she was, the jump carried her out and over the railing, all the way to the dock. She leapt again, the shadows helping her soar with each jump. In her mind, she heard the girl crying out for help, but she didn’t know if the cry was real or if it came from her imagination. Either way, she could do nothing other than respond. She had to respond.

      Along with the shadows, fire burned within her, the remnants of her A’ras training. Anger made it burn through her veins, and she welcomed it, drawing on the sensation, wanting nothing more than to call to the A’ras fire. She didn’t know what she’d see when she reached the girl, but now she was here, committed to the attack.

      A part of her feared what Jhon would say when he learned what she had done, and that she had risked herself like this, but he would have to understand. She couldn’t sit by and do nothing, not when she had the power she did and the ability that she possessed.

      In her mind, there was another scream.

      Carth threw herself forward, the power of shadows coursing through her. Darkness wrapped around her like it had not in quite some time. She used the energy and power from the shadows, taking it within her, filling herself with the power of the night and the darkness.

      This time when she landed, she felt others around her. There had been others before, but she had detected them distantly. It was almost like the shadows wanted her to know she neared the girl’s attackers.

      Carth had been in battles before, forced to use the power of the shadows, but this time was different. This time, she didn’t know the surroundings as she had before, and she had no way to escape if things went wrong.

      Whatever happened, she would have to ensure that she took care of the fight quickly.

      Carth relaxed the darkness, easing the connection to the shadows enough that she could see those around her.

      As she did, she was aware of two men—likely the two that she’d heard—and saw another on the ground near her, unmoving.

      Her A’ras training kicked in and she attacked.

      The knife was like an extension of her arm, and she sliced, pressing the shadows through it. When it cut the nearest man, she loosed a hint of the shadows, enough that he fell with a scream. Carth didn’t allow herself any remorse; knowing what he had intended for the girl, there was no role for it.

      The other man had jumped back. Carth remained mostly obscured by the darkness and released it so that she could see him clearly. She sliced through the other man’s arm, and he fell, shadows now coursing through him.

      He convulsed, the shadows claiming him. There was nothing he could do to stop them. Between her ability with shadows and her A’ras magic, she was more powerful than most. Now that she had stopped the men, she could rescue the girl, bring her to safety, and maybe even find the others she’d overheard them talking about.

      As she reached the girl, another stepped out of the shadows. He had silver hair and was thin, his slight body reminding her of Felyn, but he had a weathered face and a long chin. The shadows seemed to retreat from him.

      “What are you?” he said. As he neared, she noted a long, viciously curved sword in his hand. His eyes barely glanced to the two men on the ground, somehow managing to appear unconcerned.

      Carth pulled on the shadows, letting them wrap around her. As she did, she felt the soft heat of the A’ras magic in her veins. If it took stopping this man to help the girl, then so be it. They had wanted to abduct her, had been willing to treat her with violence. And now this man was with them.

      “I am Ih-lash,” she said.

      The man grinned, a dark expression that sent a chill through her. “That is what I thought.”

      He breathed out.

      That was the only way she could explain what she experienced. As he did, power pressed out and away from him, dispersing the shadows. Carth tried pulling on them again, but couldn’t. It was as if he had simply caused the shadows to vanish.

      “Your expression tells me you have never seen this before,” he said. He had a hoarse voice, and his face rippled as he spoke. Eyes that were so light that they were almost clear practically shone in the night. “It has been many years since I’ve discovered one of the Ih-lash stupid enough to come here. You will make a fine addition to the collection, worth more than someone like that.” He pointed to the fallen girl, practically dismissing her and the fact that he and his friend had cut down an innocent for the simple fact that they had intended to sell her into horrors Carth couldn’t imagine.

      Carth pulled on shadows again, trying to settle into them as she had been able to do before, but she failed. The shadows didn’t respond, not as they were supposed to.

      He grinned, breathing out once more. This time, his breath shimmered in the air, and at first, Carth could do nothing more than watch as he sliced forward.

      Then she became unstuck, drawing on the fire within her veins and sending the A’ras magic out in a torrent, burning through the shimmery light he used against her. As she did, her ability to reach the shadows returned.

      She stabbed, catching the man in the stomach with her knife. It sank into his flesh, and she pressed out, sending the shadows rolling into him.

      He cried out, and Carth stepped back. She’d seen what happened when she used the shadows against others, and forced herself to watch. It was brutal, but in this case, she felt it was necessary—and not wrong.

      The man shuddered, and breathed out again. Light shimmered briefly, long enough for the trail of darkness she’d used on him to disappear, evaporating as if he’d burned it off. She’d seen the Hjan do something similar before.

      She had been kneeling toward the girl and stopped herself, turning her attention back to the attacker. Another breath, and this time, the shimmering cloud increased. The shadows receded, and reaching them became difficult once more.

      “Not only shadow blessed, are you?” he said.

      In her surging anger, she pulled on the A’ras magic again and lashed out at him, sending a surge of fire toward him.

      He raised his hand, and the fire struck a barrier of sorts. Carth frowned, attempting once more to attack, to use the power of the fire and the night as she struck him, but neither did any good.

      “You are an interesting foe. Perhaps I will not sell you. You might make an interesting one to study. I would like to know how such a combination came to exist.”

      He sliced with the sword, cutting through the darkness.

      Carth felt the shadows rebound against her, almost like a physical blow. Another slice with his sword, and the fire burning in her faded.

      She took a step back and stumbled on the girl, who moaned, making it clear that she still lived. She would not if Carth weren’t successful in stopping this man, but she would have to find a way he couldn’t counter, and so far, he had managed to turn away everything she did.

      He stepped toward her, and Carth didn’t dare take another step back, or she would leave the girl exposed. She straddled her, one foot on either side of her body, only the shadow knife in hand.

      Was there anything she could do that would overwhelm what this man could do?

      Not shadow, and not A’ras magic. That left only one thing.

      He brought his arm back, and she darted forward.

      She used no magic, neither shadows or the A’ras magic, not wanting him to deflect her, and crashed into him. She stabbed with her knife as she did, then again when she spun, freeing herself from him. He staggered back, his sword starting to sag.

      Carth threw herself at him again, this time colliding with his chest, forcing his sword to the ground, where it clattered uselessly to the stone. Rather than reach for it, he breathed out again.

      The shimmery breath caught her. It smelled of sulfur and heat, bright and painful.

      Carth jerked back, trying to get free of it.

      She couldn’t see anything, as if the sun had seared her eyes, burning them so that she couldn’t see clearly anymore.

      He laughed. “With more experience, you could be interesting. Too bad you will never gain such experience. You’re impulsive. That’s a dangerous trait in someone like yourself. Clever, though. That could have saved you, but you think with violence when you must discover a way to outmaneuver your opponent.”

      “Who are you?” Carth said, trying to move back, but she tripped.

      The girl.

      She had only wanted to save her and hadn’t thought through what she intended, not expecting to see someone like this man here. How could she have expected to find anything like this? She was powered by both shadows and A’ras magic—how could she fall?

      But this man had stopped her, even after she’d stabbed him. It was as if her attack had done nothing to him but slow his attack.

      “I have gone by many names, but you may call me Ras Ahtharn.”

      There was something about the name that had a vague familiarity, but she didn’t know why that should be.

      Carth could feel him step toward her as he pressed against both her shadows and the fire of the A’ras.

      His presence was like a winter storm that raged against her fire. Each of his shimmery breaths was like light burning off the shadows. There was nothing she could do to stop him.

      But she didn’t want him to touch her. She feared the cold of his presence, and feared the light of his breathing. Would he extinguish her gifts?

      She tried running, but tripped again.

      Had she fallen over the girl again?

      What would happen to the girl now that Carth had failed?

      She didn’t have to think hard to know. Worse, they would either kill Carth, or take her and force her to do what they had done with the others.

      She thrashed, trying to get free. She had been foolish rushing out here, going against not only Jhon’s warning, but against what Adam and Tessa had advised, racing into the city and risking herself and for what?

      Nothing more than a sacrifice.

      The cold pressed nearer.

      Something struck her, and she collapsed. Blackness that was not the shadows swallowed her.
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      When Carth came around, she felt pain everywhere in her body, but mostly in her head. It throbbed, pulsing in the way it had the one time she’d ever tried ale while staying at the Wounded Lyre, leaving her with a splitting headache the following morning.

      Her tongue was dry in much the same way. She tried working it free, but it felt gummed to the roof of her mouth.

      Her hands were free, as were her legs.

      Carth had expected to be bound after the attack. Or worse—killed. Why wasn’t she?

      She opened her eyes and saw nothing but a steady glowing light around her. When she tried reaching for the shadows, she failed, reminding her of when she’d tried pulling on the shadows while studying with the A’ras.

      Could she reach that magic?

      With the question, she became aware of the cold in the room. Her teeth chattered as she felt the way it settled through her. Carth shivered and pulled her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them for warmth.

      “You should not fight,” the hoarse voice said. “Not here. You’ll only pull the protections more tightly around you.” He laughed softly. “I suppose you can fight, but you might not enjoy the sensation.”

      “Where am I?”

      The man laughed again. “You’re where I brought you. I told you that you would make an interesting study.”

      “Don’t think about touching me. If you try, I’ll—”

      “You’ll fight me again? I think not, Ih-lash child. You’ve already shown me what you can do. It doesn’t take long to counter someone once you know their weakness, and you are an easy read. As I said, impulsive. The anger that fuels the other magic burns too hotly, and is just as easy to stop.”

      “I still cut you,” she said.

      He laughed again. “You did. Interesting that you were able to reach me like that. I will be the first to admit that I was impressed.”

      “What do you want with me?”

      “In time, child of shadows. For now, I think we will talk.”

      “I’m not going to talk to you.”

      “Is that not what we’ve been doing? You would change and do something else? You would prefer this?”

      The light began glowing brighter, burning through even Carth’s closed eyelids. The air in the room shifted, becoming so cold that she could barely even move. The combination was painful, and it was terrifying how easy it was for him to counter her abilities. Even the Hjan weren’t as able to counter her and dismiss her magic so easily.

      Unless he was Hjan.

      Hadn’t Invar told her how the Hjan studied power and sought to collect it? The A’ras had known ways to suppress the shadows, the walls around the palace grounds preventing her from reaching them. There would have to be some way for the Hjan to counter the A’ras magic as they had, and why wouldn’t it be the cold like this?

      Only, she hadn’t experienced anyone with abilities like this before. The Hjan she’d faced—both Felyn and those who had attacked the A’ras—hadn’t possessed abilities anything like this man’s.

      That meant that either he was more advanced—which was possible—or he was something else entirely.

      “Would you like to keep talking?” he asked casually.

      The cold receded and the light stopped burning as brightly, giving Carth a chance to open her eyes once more. She still couldn’t see anything, but at least she now didn’t feel as if he were tormenting her. Even the cold no longer felt quite as painful.

      Did Jhon and the others search for her? Would they be able to find her here? Jhon had demonstrated an uncanny ability to find her, but he wouldn’t even know where to begin looking for her—not when she had left the ship without so much as a word.

      Impulsive, the man had said. That described her too well, as did the anger. Neither would serve her here.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      A little more of the cold receded, leaving Carth able to move her body more freely. Still not well, but the overwhelming discomfort she had known when she’d first awoken had faded, leaving her powerless but nothing more. She wanted to reach for the shadows, or for the A’ras magic, but she didn’t want to risk him attacking her again.

      He seemed to recognize the debate raging within her, as a hint of a smile pulled on his mouth. His flat eyes stared at her, the corners edged with lines that spoke of age or experience. “What are you doing here?” he asked her.

      “I’m not doing anything,” she answered.

      He seemed to consider the answer, then laughed softly. “That is true enough, isn’t it, child of shadows? Why have you come to Odian?”

      Carth struggled to keep her expression neutral. The training she’d received while studying with the A’ras allowed her to be mostly successful keeping her composure, but she wasn’t certain whether this man could see through her or not. He seemed able to anticipate anything she might do.

      What could she admit to that wouldn’t risk the others with her? Was there a way to tell most of the truth so that they would get word of what happened to her, and so they could come looking for her? Jhon would need to know, even if there was nothing he could do to save her.

      Another concern warred with that one. She didn’t want the others sacrificing themselves on her behalf. If they knew she was here, she suspected that Jhon would try to save her, even if it meant coming up against a man who seemed more skilled than any of the Hjan they had faced.

      “I’m here alone,” she said.

      Ras’s face never changed, but the temperature of the room dropped, the cold suddenly overwhelming, and the light permeated everything, burning away her vision and any thought she might have of reaching for the shadows.

      “Perhaps I should start again with you, child of Ih-lash. We will have a few ground rules for this exercise. You will tell me the truth, and I will tell you the truth. The answers, of course, depend on the questions, but they will be honest.” He leaned toward her, the hard edge to his eyes barely visible through the bright glow lying over everything. “Would you like to continue?”

      Carth suppressed the shiver that burned through her, trying to keep her teeth from chattering and hold her arms wrapped around her legs, if only for warmth. That was the only way that she knew where she was as well.

      “Yes,” she managed to spit out.

      The glow around him started to fade, and the temperature warmed, though only a bit.

      As it did, Carth knew a growing desperation. Since discovering her ability with the shadows and learning that she could use the A’ras magic as well, she had never felt truly helpless, not like this. Even while she was with the A’ras, her ability to reach the shadows impeded by the magic embedded in the palace wall, she had always known that she would be able to access them once more if she managed to reach the other side of the wall. And she had been able to use the A’ras magic, which might have been challenging and frustrating at times, but it never left her with the same impotence she now felt.

      It made her feel like a child once gain.

      This was the way her father had often made her feel. Not hopeless, but certainly helpless as he tried teaching her through the games they played, as he guided her in the apparent first steps toward understanding the Ih-lash shadow blessing. Those games had always concluded with his smile and a hug at the end, so that even when she failed, Carth never felt like she was in any real danger.

      She didn’t know if she even had been in any danger while her parents lived. Her father had made certain that she was protected and safe, and they had apparently intended to see her study with the A’ras.

      Ras never spoke, but the slight movement to his eyes—now visible with the glow receding from everything around her—told her that he watched her closely. It was that intensity to his gaze that worried her. He wanted honesty from her, and seemed to be waiting on her to say something more, but if she told him about Jhon and the others, she would place them in danger.

      Enough had died. She had seen that during her final days in Nyaesh. Too many, and for no good reason. She would not be the reason that more people suffered.

      But… could she satisfy his requirements without putting anyone else at risk?

      “I came on a ship with others who wanted to keep me safe,” she finally said. It was an answer, and it was truthful, but she would not go out of her way to risk them.

      “There aren’t many ships capable of making the crossing from Ih-lash. Fewer still who would know how to find those lands.”

      He fell silent again and watched her.

      “I didn’t come from Ih-lash.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      This was an easy answer, and one which wouldn’t require her to be deceptive. “I come from many places. Ih-lash. Chonah. Bhavs. Althin.” She listed off cities she had visited, all that she had spent some time in, but none that she had ever called home. There weren’t many places like that anyway, but she still didn’t want to risk him discovering too much about her. In some ways, she had to treat this like a game, only one with a different set of stakes.

      “A child of Ih-lash has traveled widely,” he commented.

      “My parents brought me from Ih-lash.” That much was also true, and didn’t risk her sharing anything that would put her in any more danger.

      “Did they use the shadows as well?”

      That was a harder question to answer. What had her parents known about the shadows? From the games they’d played, she suspected her father had known about the shadows, but he had never demonstrated any abilities with her, at least not openly.

      “I don’t know.” Carth shifted, trying to see Ras, but the glow he cast made it difficult. If only she could call on the shadows and use them to assist her, but if she tried, she suspected he would only attack her again the way he had before. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “I have told you the answer, child of shadows.”

      “You want to study me?”

      He nodded.

      “Why? Why not kill me?” She tried to sound defiant as she asked, but thought it came out more petulant than anything. Somehow, she would have to find a way to remain in control of herself, even if she had control over nothing else. Somehow, she would have to find a way to think through what he did to her, the same way she’d once thought through the games her father played with her.

      “I still might,” he said. There was a cool confidence in his voice, one that spoke of his capability. Carth had little doubt that, were she to anger him, he might simply end her.

      Wouldn’t that be better than the torment she experienced now? Wouldn’t it be easier to know her fate, rather than suffer and wonder?

      That was the easy way. Not only would she lose, but she would be giving up. That was something her parents never accepted. Failure and loss were fine, but she had to learn from it, and she had to prove she would try.

      “Where am I?” Ras hadn’t continued asking questions, and she wondered if maybe he expected her to do the asking. Was that part of this game that he played with her now? There was little doubt he played with her, though she didn’t know why or what he hoped to achieve.

      A part of her wondered if she did know what he wanted. It was possible he wanted to break her. The cold and the torment he used on her would fit with that. Maybe he wanted to use her. Convince her that he would stop the torment if she did his bidding.

      The hint of a smile on his face seemed to tell her that she was right. Worse, that he knew what she was thinking.

      “You are with me. This is a place of study, child of Ih-lash.”

      “How long do you intend to keep me here?” she asked, putting words to the question that mattered. If he intended to kill her, then it wouldn’t matter. She didn’t want to die, and she wasn’t ready to die, and maybe that wasn’t what he intended for her.

      “As long as it takes.”

      “As long as what takes?”

      Ras merely smiled. He stood and stepped away from her, fading into the light the same way she would often fade into the shadows, cloaking himself in it no differently than she once would have managed.

      He held her easily, and there was nothing she could do to overcome the strange light that held her, or overwhelm the cold that confined her. She was trapped, and at the mercy of a man she did not understand, but knew to fear.

      She tucked her legs under her a bit more and wrapped her arms around them as she shivered, only this time, it had nothing to do with the temperature of the room.
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      Carth had no idea how much time passed. Possibly days. Maybe longer. Certainly far longer than hours. She was left alone, with nothing but the constant bright white glow that hung over everything and the cold that had begun to permeate her body, sinking through her all the way to her bones. The sense was unpleasant, though she had grown accustomed to it and no longer suffered as she had in the beginning.

      Had she eaten? The rumbling in her stomach made her think she hadn’t, but hadn’t Ras brought her trays of food and water? Carth looked around the cell, searching for evidence that he had had fed her, but found nothing. Maybe he had not, leaving her to suffer, to grow weaker through hunger and thirst, hoping to make her more pliable.

      It would work. Carth had no illusions about how strong she would be when tormented. She would break and she would likely tell him whatever he wanted to hear, though what might that be? She knew about the A’ras, and about the training required to rise within them, but he countered her A’ras magic easily, using the awful cold to overwhelm her. She didn’t know anything about Ih-lash, so there wouldn’t be any secrets there that she could share.

      And Jhon claimed he would bring her to the Reshian, but so far they had reached Odian and no farther. How would she ever understand the shadows without someone to teach her?

      Yet… Jhon had only taught her what he thought she needed to know, never anything more. In that way, was he really that different than Ras? He might have approached her differently, making it seem as if she had a choice, but did she really? If there was a choice, why did it feel as if she had to go with him, as if she had to learn from him?

      “Stupid,” she said to herself, touching her mother’s ring, which she still wore on her necklace.

      She deserved to have someone else chastise her, but as there was no one there, she would have to do. Jhon had only ever tried to help. There had been no question about that. He might not have provided her with as much information as she would have liked, but she could never question the fact that he had helped her.

      Carth paced as she had during the time when she had been kept in the cell. There didn’t appear to be any door, and the walls seemed to be made of light and cold rather than anything tangible. The closer she came to the barriers that were there, the more the cold pressed on her, and the more she became aware of the light burning through her.

      The few times she had tried reaching for her abilities—first the shadows and then the A’ras magic—she had felt a surge of the cold and light, almost as if Ras sat outside the cell, waiting for her to try it. Each time she attempted it, she released it quickly, afraid to hold on to the pain for longer than necessary. As soon as she released the connection to either, the torment retreated.

      At least she knew her abilities remained. Losing them would be a worse fate, though knowing that she could reach them, but that there was nothing that her connection to her powers could do, was almost worse.

      This time as she paced, she tried feeling for something substantial. There had to be something more than simply light and cold. Whatever held her was magically maintained, and that meant it would have weaknesses.

      All magic had weaknesses. She hadn’t realized the extent of the weakness in her magic before her capture, but now she did. The A’ras magic had always been difficult for her to reach. She had to have frustration and anger coursing through her to be able to reach it effectively. The cold suppressed that the way water stopped fire. Her shadows, once the greatest and strongest magic she’d possessed, had nothing when it came to the light. Being shadow born did not help when there were no shadows to use.

      The light was like a solid wall around her. As far as she had discovered, there was no weakness to it. And the cold was a pressure upon her, a constant thing she could not avoid.

      There appeared no weakness to the light or the cold, though she believed there must be some. If Ras held them, it was possible that there would be no way of escaping unless she managed to stop him.

      And how would she manage that if he was never there for her to try?

      She moved back to the center of the room and stood. Here, where the light didn’t seem quite as bright, and the cold didn’t seem quite as terrible, was where she had tried to reach for her magics before. Carth closed her eyes and grabbed for both, surging toward shadows and A’ras magic at the same time. If she was to escape, it would take all of her abilities.

      Once again, cold surged, this time more brutal than before. The light shone like the sun, burning through her eyes.

      Carth took a staggering step back and released her connection. The pain subsided, but slowly. Painfully slowly.

      She sat. There was nothing else she could do. No way to escape.

      She would despair, but she’d lost hope long before now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The light shifted. It came strangely, almost like a shadow, but nothing that she could use. As the light seemed to flicker, she sat up. Her head and neck ached from where she’d been lying on the floor, and her stomach throbbed, but it was an emptiness, one of hunger that had lingered too long, leaving her with nothing other than the memory of food.

      Ras stood in front of her, bathed in light. He held a wide square board and set it down next to her. “Have you played Tsatsun?” he asked.

      Carth shook her head. “No.”

      “A shame that there are so few who know how to play these days.”

      “What is it?” she asked, studying the board. There were different squares all along it in a pattern of repeating colors: black, white, and red. There were nearly a hundred different spaces on the board.

      “A game of skill. I thought we would play.”

      “Play without me.”

      She started to turn away, but he began setting pieces for the game out in front of her. Most of the pieces were simple: there were several horses, a few soldiers brandishing swords, even a few carved to look something like the ancient gods. Then there were other shapes, some that she didn’t understand. Most of these other shapes were different geometric patterns, like stars, or joined rings, and a few were shaped like pyramids.

      He began setting the pieces into place, making a pattern. Each side had the same pieces, like mirrors of each other, except for one. In the middle of the board, he set a tall piece shaped something like an obelisk. Carved into its sides were four windows, as if whoever sat in the peak of that tower would be able to look down on the world, or in this case, on the board.

      “What is that piece?” she asked. As she did, she caught herself and started to turn away.

      Ras’s eyes gleamed. “A piece that must be pushed by the others. It is called the Stone, and it cannot move on its own. One of your pieces must push it, but you must be careful as you do, because playing the Stone can put you in danger, expose you.”

      Carth watched as he continued to set the pieces in front of him, but then she turned away. She wouldn’t be drawn into his games. What would it do for her, other than force her to sit with Ras longer? And she was tired of him, tired of everything he’d put her through.

      Could she use his distraction and attack him now?

      She watched him, wondering whether he would see her if she began inching toward him. She could pretend to play, could even listen to him ramble, but all the while she would be trying to get close enough that she could strike.

      He didn’t seem to be paying enough attention to her to notice. Carth pretended to watch him and feigned listening as he explained the way the pieces could move. Each piece had its own set of rules. If she ignored the rules, they were removed from the board, leaving the other side with the majority of the pieces. The player who pushed the Stone to the other side of their opponent’s board won.

      Ras began playing, and Carth let him play by himself. He’d move a piece, and then rotate the board, studying his options before spinning it back and playing the other side. As he played, each move took a little longer, until he sat, pondering what he would do next. The pieces piled up next to him, and Ras continued.

      Carth lost herself to watching. She intended to attack him, but the longer she watched the game, the more intrigued she became. There was one point where one side seemed like Ras would be able to move the Stone, but the other team managed to push back, delaying the end.

      “Why do you play by yourself?”

      Ras studied the board, his eyes locked on the Stone near the center of the playing space. “Because you would not. It doesn’t matter. I don’t play with many anymore. Most don’t want to play against me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I win.”

      Carth turned away and looked over her shoulder, catching enough of the remaining game to see how he intended to use the pieces. As she watched, the pattern to the board became clearer. She could see the way one side moved against the other, and then he would turn the board and begin playing the other side. When he moved, he made it harder and harder on himself.

      Pushing the Stone to the other end of the board was difficult when the opponent had enough pieces, but it became easier when there were none. As he lost more of his game pieces, he became more creative with the way he placed the remaining ones, apparently not wanting to sacrifice too many.

      He turned the board and started to move. Carth could see what he would do on the other side, and then how he would react, and then the next move, but if he did something different…

      She took the piece from his hand, barely noticing that it was one of the horses. They were unique in this game in that they could move in any direction, including forward and back. Most could move in a single direction only, and all were limited in how many moves the player would be allowed to make in a turn. That limited the gameplay somewhat and added to the challenge, especially when it came to keeping track of what would move next, and how all the different pieces moved.

      Ras watched as she placed the piece. Where he had intended to put it would create a trap for the Stone and would force the other side to resist. They would counter, and then this side would counter, but neither would commit to what was needed to see that the game finished.

      Ras turned the board and played the other side. This time, he didn’t spin it, leaving it for Carth to play.

      Now that she’d deviated from what he’d been doing, the board shifted, and the style he used, one of attack and counters, changed. No longer did Ras try to keep the Stone in the middle of the board. Now he tried to push it against her end of the board. She studied the pieces, trying to think through the consequences of each move, and decided that she would have to sacrifice her remaining pyramids—pieces that were meant as defenses once the Stone started getting pushed to the other side of the board. If she didn’t push them and risk losing them, they would be lost anyway and she wouldn’t be able to finish.

      Ras took one of them. Carth studied what he had done and countered, choosing a gentle attack as she did, nothing more than a feint. He seemed to expect her move and played one of the pieces from his back line, one of the pieces Carth was willing to lose.

      Now he mirrored the way she played.

      Ras had seen what she intended and began to move to oppose it. In some ways, it was the same as how he had fought her, managing to anticipate so that he could attack.

      Then she only had a few pieces remaining. Ras pushed on the Stone. For a moment, Carth thought she might be able to use the temporary exposure that piece had when moving the Stone, but he was too well defended and her position wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been. Had she used a different technique… but a different technique would likely have been discovered just as well as what she had done.

      The Stone reached her side of the board, and Ras gently tipped the piece over as a sign that the game had concluded.

      Carth leaned back, staring at the board, wondering if there might have been a different way she could have played the remaining characters so that she could have won, but didn’t see anything. There might be something, she decided, but doing so would have risked everything she had on her side of the board. Was that risk really worth it when she could have tried a dozen different techniques?

      Ras began picking the pieces up and placed them into his carefully wrapped bag. “You show promise. You were too eager to attack, which does nothing but place your hand in danger.”

      She didn’t say anything. The only reason she’d been willing to play the game was because she had thought she might be able to lull him into a position for her to attack, but after playing with him, she wondered if that would even have been possible. More likely, Ras would have expected her attempt, she thought, especially after she’d seen the way he played against her.

      Would she ever get free of him or would she be confined here, waiting for him to torment her more?

      Ras started away from her.

      “Can you leave it?” she asked.

      He placed the bag and the board on the ground without turning back to her. Carth waited for him to leave before hurrying over and picking them up off the ground. Any distraction would help, and at least with this one, she could play a game. It was something her father would have appreciated.
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      Days passed.

      In that time, she managed to keep her mind clear by playing Tsatsun with herself. The game had a certain flow to it, one she began to pick up on as she played. In some ways, it was not so different than any of the battles she’d been in while working with the A’ras, only this one she managed to coordinate with herself. She played much the same way as Ras had played when he’d first sat down with the board, turning it around between turns. Carth played both sides, trying to think through how to win for each side, not caring which of the sides ended up victorious.

      The first few games she played this way went quickly. She didn’t have much skill with the game, so her moves didn’t carry much forethought. The more she played, the easier it became for her to think through the consequences of each move. Some that seemed like the right attack at the time led to quick defeat, and others that seems like weaker moves ultimately led to a stronger position.

      “You have learned much on your own.”

      She hadn’t noticed Ras appear. The bright white light made it difficult for her to see anything, and the cold—the steady, throbbing cold that she still hadn’t completely adjusted to—prevented her from feeling anything.

      “There’s nothing else for me to do here,” she said.

      “I see you’ve discovered that you must sometimes sacrifice apparent strength for a more effective play later on.”

      Carth glanced to the board. One side appeared to be weakened, with most of the pieces having been taken from the board—a series of moves that she’d allowed on that side, playing stronger on the other side—but she had only to shift the focus of the play and the weakened side would turn the tide of the game fairly quickly.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      Ras’s mouth curled in a slight smile. “I doubt that.”

      He sat across from her and started setting up the board, replacing pieces she’d moved out of position as she’d played. Lastly, he replaced the Stone in the center of the board. He crossed his hands on his lap and tipped his head to her, as if waiting for her to make the first move.

      Carth surveyed the board, thinking through what she had discovered while playing with Ras the only time they had actually played. He anticipated moves well, and he had shifted his style of play to suit the way she had played, which meant that he could see moves far in advance of what she had planned. To beat him, she would have to find a way to do something similar.

      But she couldn’t be predictable, either. Not when playing a game like this with Ras. In some ways, it reminded her of her father. With him, she could never be predictable either, and always had to try to outthink him. He had been more skilled than she was at concealing himself, and at following—skills that she now suspected were tied to his abilities with the shadows—but she could try to think through what he might do and anticipate how to stop him. How was this so different?

      Carth slid one of the pyramids forward. There was likely some proper name for it, but in her mind it was only the pyramid. It could move over the other pieces, but could only land on one of the black squares. There was a risk in moving her defenses like this, and she’d played the game before where she had done something similar and been quickly defeated by the other side as a result, but she thought she had learned how that had happened. Making this move almost forced Ras to change to a different attack, if he responded in the way she expected.

      “Interesting choice,” Ras said. “Perhaps you have not grown as skilled as I suspected. A shame, really.”

      He moved his piece, taking one of his horses and sliding it next to her piece.

      Carth considered the board. The obvious move would be to send one of the soldier pieces—an attacker—into the space where he’d moved his horse, but doing that would sacrifice that piece, and it wouldn’t make her any stronger against his side. What she needed to do was to fortify her defenses.

      She pulled another of the pyramid pieces out and set it on the other side of the board, opposite her first move. The positions would not only defend her side of the board, but also the Stone, keeping Ras from moving it against her. The problem with the move was that it also exposed her side to a strong attack, one where he would simply destroy her side of the board and then take the Stone.

      Ras frowned a moment, then a hint of a smile crossed his face. “Interesting technique. Most take months to discover the Rogue Feint, but you’ve come up with it in days.”

      He moved a rectangular piece behind hers and toppled one of her soldiers. She could attack, destroying the rectangular piece, but doing so would again create a gap in her defenses, and she suspected that was the move he wanted her to make. To have a chance against Ras, she would have to not only outthink him, but also surprise him.

      She moved a back row piece, this one a tall decorative tower. As she did, Ras watched, waiting to see where she’d play it. Carth debated placing it near the edge of the board, where it would trap his piece, but decided against it. Something her father had once said to her came to mind, a reminder about how you to hide in plain sight. Since learning of her ability with shadows, Carth hadn’t attempted to hide the same way. She’d come to rely upon her shadow gifts, using them—and the A’ras magic—in everything she did.

      Would there be a way to move the piece that would essentially hide it?

      She studied the board, trying to determine the best place to play the piece. The tower could move forward and backward in a straight line to jump over other pieces. With a clear board, she could move it to either side as well.

      Ras watched, waiting to see what she would do.

      Carth placed the piece next to the Stone.

      It was a simple move, one that didn’t really matter much, especially as the tower didn’t have the necessary strength to move the piece around the board, but with the pyramids on either side, the tower was protected as well. Ras could attack it, but she doubted he would, not with the piece positioned as it was.

      His next move brought his piece to the middle of her side of the board, moving in where the tower had gone. Ras used the Ranger, a strangely shaped wolf like piece that had unusual rules to how it could move.

      “Interesting,” Ras went on. “You occasionally play as if you know what you’re doing, and then you make a move like that. The Poled provides a certain advantage. Moving it as you did removes that advantage, and then when I place the Ranger here…” he sat back, waiting for Carth’s next move.

      The next few moves were simple, designed to do nothing more than shift the pieces around the board. Carth didn’t want to move the pieces she’d played at the center of the board, but she didn’t mind losing some of the others she considered extraneous. Many of the horses—the pieces Ras referred to as cavalry—she willingly sacrificed. With each one she abandoned, Ras stared at the playing board as if there was something she did that he missed. All the time, she left the tower at the center of the board.

      When his side had shifted, leaving most of his players on her side of the board, she began her movements.

      The pyramids went first, as she slid them slightly forward. When that move was complete, she moved the tower, but in such a way that it shifted the Stone.

      The first time she did this, Ras watched her and continued to settle his pieces on her side of the board, clearing out her players so that he would have a clear path when it came time for him to move the Stone. The next time she pushed on the Stone, he changed his approach and began to circle her pieces.

      When he placed his pyramids on either side of hers, he smiled. “You had an interesting tactic,” he started, “but you have sacrificed too much. There is nothing you can do to defend against the Talings now. You’ve left them too exposed.”

      Carth moved her tower forward and took out one of his pyramids. Doing so weakened his defenses, so that she could now move freely. She began to shift her approach, starting to move her remaining pieces toward the back of his board.

      Ras changed the way he played, a half smile on his face as he did. “Fascinating,” he said, shifting his remaining pyramid. “It has been a while since I’ve played anyone with such an unconventional approach.”

      They each made a few more moves, but as they did, Carth realized he had still anticipated what she’d planned. Somehow, even as she had been sacrificing all of her pieces, hiding the others and thinking that she could outmaneuver him, he had managed to outthink her.

      With a final push, he took the Stone.

      Ras stood, leaving the board as it was. “You have talent, shadow born, I will give you that. Keep practicing.”

      With that, he disappeared into the light, leaving her sitting alone, staring at the board, wondering if she would ever escape. How could she, when he so easily demonstrated the way he would plan for anything she could do?

      That had to be his reason for showing this game to her. He wanted her to know there was nothing she could do, nowhere she could go, that would get her freedom. She was at his mercy, such as it was.

      Sighing, Carth began setting the pieces back onto the board. Ras had suggested that she practice, and all she had was time in which to do that. She began another game, determined to find a way to beat him at Tsatsun, hoping that doing so would show her a way to free herself from this prison.
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      Carth sat with her back toward where she suspected the door to be when Ras came the next time. He was dressed differently than before, now with thick leather pants and a jacket that seemed to absorb the light. He crouched across from her, eyeing the game board before finally looking at her.

      “You do not play.”

      Carth glanced at the board. She’d stopped playing… what was it—days ago? A week? Long enough that she didn’t care. What did it matter if she played the game? It was a distraction, something Ras had given her in order to keep her mind off what she really needed—and that was a plan to escape. When she’d come to that realization, she had turned her attention once more to finding a way to get free.

      Only, there didn’t appear to be any way to get free.

      The light wrapped around her in a continuous sheet, too thick for her to get through it. The cold might be less severe near the center, but toward the edges, the cold intensified. Each time she attempted to move closer to the edges and find some way of getting free, the barriers Ras had placed pushed her back again.

      “I don’t want to play,” she answered.

      Carth didn’t care if it sounded sullen. She wasn’t here to make him happy. She was his prisoner and he’d made it clear that he might kill her. If she could find a way to escape, she needed to take it.

      “A shame. Tsatsun might have kept you alive longer.”

      He took the board and started away.

      As he did, Carth lunged.

      She’d been waiting for an opportunity to attack, needing some distraction to draw his attention. This seemed as good an opportunity as she would likely get.

      Carth struck Ras in the back. The Tsatsun board dropped to the ground with a clatter, the pieces in the bag flying out.

      He spun, moving more quickly than she’d remembered.

      Without meaning to, she reached for shadows, but the brightness of the light around her still limited her access.

      Ras clenched his jaw. “A shame that you decided to attack me, shadow born. I was beginning to think you might have some use.”

      “You just said Tsatsun was the only thing keeping me alive.”

      She tried moving to the side, but the cold pressed on her. Her abilities wouldn’t be of much help now, not against him, but would there be another way she could get past him?

      All she needed was a way to get beyond the light, and beyond the cold. If she could do that, she would be able to reach for her magic.

      The temperature in the room dropped. Light flared.

      Carth abandoned any thought of trying to reach for her magics and decided instead that she would have to do this without any power, somehow managing to get past a man strong enough to use light and cold to counter her shadow and fire magic.

      He stood, practically daring her to attack, all while the cold and the bright light pressed on her.

      She almost kicked at him, thinking that if she could just knock him down, she could get past him, but she refrained.

      Playing Tsatsun with him, even though she’d only done it a few times, had taught her something of how he thought. He could shift tactics quickly and seemed prepared for anything she could throw at him—which was why she suspected he had prepared for the possibility she might attack. Ras would have some way of countering her.

      Attacking him like this wouldn’t work.

      Like playing the game, she would have to outthink him. He might know Tsatsun, but she would find a way to get free.

      It started by surprising him.

      She sat.

      Ras watched her, making no effort to attack.

      Carth reached for the fallen Tsatsun board and set it in front of her. With her foot, she pulled the pieces back toward her and began setting up the game board.

      “What are you doing?” Ras asked.

      She couldn’t read anything in his tone, but that wasn’t the point of what she had done.

      She had been predictable, and Ras had taken advantage of that fact. To escape him, she would have to become less predictable and find a way that would let her get beyond what he expected.

      “I’m playing Tsatsun. Would you like to play?”

      “I thought you said you don’t want to play.”

      Carth shrugged, making her first move. She slid one of the Helduns forward. Using the piece like that was a soft move, one that she knew from playing against herself would not lead anywhere, but there was one way that she’d discovered the Heldun pieces were useful: as a distraction. Playing against herself, she knew what she intended, but it was possible that Ras would not.

      She waited for Ras to join her, but he only stood, peering at her with his arms crossed.

      Carth turned the board and began making another move. This time, she played a stronger approach, one she thought would appeal to Ras.

      Spinning the board back, she moved again, this time deliberately choosing one of the warrior pieces so that Ras would think she intended a different strategy. As she turned the board another time, she hesitated.

      Had he been playing her?

      Watching how she played Tsatsun might give him insight into the way she thought, just as she had decided it would give her insight into the way he thought. Worse, the fact that she played against herself gave him plenty of opportunity to see how she would react.

      She noted him still watching her.

      Carth moved another piece, this time sliding one of the pyramids toward the other side of the game board. She did it with no strategy in mind, only wanting to move the piece.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that Ras frowned slightly.

      She spun the board. What she needed to do was somehow get him to think she played the way he would play, while really she did nothing more than move the pieces around. She needed to prevent him from discovering anything more about the way she played, or the way she would think when confronted with strategy. If she didn’t, he would always know how she would react.

      Carth made another move, this one clearly careless.

      Ras turned and left her alone.

      As he did, the cold didn’t shift, and the brightness to the light remained.

      She decided that was a sign of his disappointment.

      Maybe feigning carelessness wasn’t the right technique either.

      What she needed was convince him that she thought differently than she did. If he watched, as she suspected he did, she needed to convince him she would think one way, when really she would be thinking another. That would be the only way to surprise him. And seeing how quickly he was able to shift directions, she doubted it would buy her much time. Maybe enough to slip past his barriers, but not much more than that.

      Carth turned her attention to the board, this time focusing on playing, taking an approach that ran counter to the way she would normally play.

      The first moves were difficult. She had to get herself into a different mindset, but the longer she did it, the easier it became. Carth focused, trying to ignore the pain of the cold, and how the light burned through her, not sure she succeeded as well as she would have liked.
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      A surprising thing happened as a result of Carth’s playing with a different mindset. The more she played using that strategy, the easier it became to slip into someone else’s role, playing as if she were anyone other than herself. She tried playing as if she were an aggressive player, then someone who was meeker, and then she began trying to play as people she knew, trying to envision how Jhon might move around the board, thinking of ways to counter him, or Tessa, or even Invar.

      Invar’s mindset was the hardest for her to place herself into. The A’ras master had been a mystery to her while she had been in Nyaesh, and she didn’t know that she had ever really known what he was thinking, so for her to play like him required her to think through the way he might approach the game. First he would try to obtain as much information as possible, then he would try to manipulate the other side, force them to outplay themselves. Strangely, it was more fun playing as Invar than as others.

      She continued, each time trying to shift her way of thinking, trying to find an approach that would distract Ras when he played her next.

      Days stretched out. Carth lost track of the time.

      How long had she been here? Weeks, she suspected. The food never changed, and the bright light never shifted, never getting any dimmer so that she could easily sleep. Nor did the cold ease up, though she had long ago become accustomed to it, and it no longer bothered her as it had when she’d first found herself trapped here.

      The time between meals she spent playing the game, approaching each side as if she were someone else. There were two people she knew well enough to slip into their roles, but she had so far chosen not to do so.

      One evening, after her tray of dried bread and smoked meat had been passed through the light barrier—Carth hadn’t even seen whether it was Ras who sent it through to her or someone else—she decided it was time for her to play as her parents.

      She set the board up and began as her mother, knowing her father would have deferred the first move to her. Settling into her mother’s role was difficult. She had known her mother well, but there were parts of her that Carth had never really known. She had been an herbalist, but she must have been something more as well, something Carth never fully understood.

      Her mother would have been bold, but not too bold. She would have prepared for potential dangers, and she would not have sacrificed herself unnecessarily. Thinking through it in those terms helped her decide how to play as her mother.

      Thinking about how her father would have approached the game was trickier. She had known him to be somewhat deceptive. That was a part of all the games they had once played. But he would also have risked himself in ways that her mother would not. Knowing that he must have had a connection to the shadows helped her know other things about him, and remembering the way he would make it to the rooftops and then watch from above, Carth knew her father would want to see how things played out before making any real moves.

      Her parents were similar in many ways, she decided as she played. Both preferred to have as much information as they could before they acted, holding their positions so that they could gather information and then move into an attack.

      It didn’t surprise her that her mother struck first, just as it didn’t surprise her that it seemed her father would have let her mother strike first. Her father would not only let her mother make the first attack, Carth thought, he would also let her think it had been her idea to do so.

      The game played out differently than others she had played. As she continued, as she got into the mind of each of her parents, she found herself missing them more than she had in months. When her mother forced her father into a corner, she could practically hear the cry of celebration her mother would have made, just as she could practically see the wry hint of a smile on her father’s face.

      When he played, slipping his pieces around so that he came in from the sides of the board, she envisioned the way he would have moved, and thought of the way he had demonstrated similar techniques to her.

      The game played out closely, but in the end her father won. She wasn’t surprised he would end up on the winning side, nor was she surprised that her mother would have been frustrated at losing, but would have done so graciously.

      She sat back, taking a deep breath, noting a stream of wetness down her cheek. When had she cried? Had it been when she had imagined her parents sitting on either side of the board, or when she’d imagined seeing her father’s face as he played, the same gleam in his eyes that he’d once had when she had learned to follow him?

      Carth left the pieces in place, preferring to leave them as they were.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ras entered the cell sometime later the next day. Carth had set the board up to play again, but hadn’t begun moving the pieces yet. She hadn’t decided who she would play as this time. When Ras appeared, she didn’t bother standing. It didn’t matter, and she didn’t want him to think she would threaten him, not if she intended to outsmart him.

      “You have resumed your play.”

      “You’ve been watching.”

      Carth didn’t know if he had been, but had figured that he would. It made the most sense, especially if he intended to know how she thought and what strategies she might use.

      “I watch.”

      “You want to know how I’ll play. How I’ll respond.”

      Letting him know she knew was part of her strategy. Ras had to know she understood what he intended.

      “Tsatsun reveals much about a person, I have found. You discover how one thinks, what one values, how one would respond when challenged. These are things that interest me.”

      “So that you can enslave more girls?”

      His eyes twitched. The effect was slight, barely more than a hint of a reaction, but enough that Carth wondered whether she had read the situation correctly. Hadn’t he been there when the girl was attacked? Didn’t he want to take her like the others?

      Only, Carth hadn’t seen anything since she’d been with Ras that would make her think he wanted to use her in that way. He made it clear that he studied her, but that was it. Studying and what those other men had in mind were different.

      “Perhaps you have learned less than I realized,” Ras said.

      “If you didn’t want to capture that girl, then why were you there?”

      Had he come for the men?

      There was another possibility, one that worried her: he could have been coming for Carth.

      Their ship had been in the port for several weeks, long enough to draw attention. Odian was dangerous, wasn’t that what Jhon and Tessa had both made clear? But they hadn’t made clear why. She had assumed the city was dangerous for the same reasons that other cities were dangerous, but maybe there was more to it.

      Had Jhon known about Ras?

      Carth had spent so long struggling with her capture, with the game that Ras had given her as a distraction, that she hadn’t spent nearly enough time thinking about why he had been there in the first place.

      Maybe the reverse was true. Maybe Jhon had hoped she’d capture Ras.

      Worse, she didn’t know how to determine which it was.

      Ras might have used the game to study her, but she had learned from him as well, hadn’t she? He didn’t do anything that would put himself in danger, so for him to have attacked her, he would have to have known what he was going to find, or at the least, what he was likely to find. He hadn’t seemed all that surprised to see her there, almost as if he’d expected someone of her abilities.

      What if someone on the ship had tipped him off that she was on board? What if she had been betrayed by those she had thought intended to take her to a place of safety, a place where she could study and learn and develop her abilities with the shadows?

      Carth pushed those thoughts away. That wasn’t likely. It would be as likely as Jhon betraying her and sending her to Ras.

      More likely was that she was now thinking the way Ras wanted her to think, questioning everything, forcing her to play his game.

      “You ask the right questions, but you take too long in getting to them,” he said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you have been with me for the last month, yet you are only now coming to the questions you should have been asking from the beginning. That is the reason you were so easily defeated, shadow born. Had you questioned differently, and considered the answers differently, you would have come to your conclusion weeks ago.”

      “And what conclusion is that?”

      She hadn’t really come to any sort of conclusion. All she knew was that she had been captured, and that Ras so far had threatened her, but seemed to have no real interest in harming her.

      “That you still have much to learn.”

      “I’ve never questioned that I have much to learn.”

      “No? You would attack without understanding why you attack? That is a sign of someone who has not planned well. A prepared mind would not make such a mistake.”

      “And Tsatsun prepares your mind?”

      A hint of a smile pulled on his lips. Ras rarely showed any emotion. It was one of the more infuriating things about him, so when he did, she knew it was real.

      “Tsatsun, and other similar exercises.”

      She stared at the board. “This is not an exercise. It’s a game.”

      “Even games can teach much, don’t you think, shadow born of Ih-lash?”

      The cold of the room seemed to sink into her heart. How much did Ras know about her? About her people? Did he know about her parents? Did he know that they were gone? She wouldn’t put it past him to have discovered things that she thought to hide. With his abilities, with the magic that he possessed, anything was possible.

      “I think that games are games.”

      He smiled fully then and tipped his head toward the game board. “Sometimes they are nothing more than games. Other times, they are something else.”

      “Which is this?”

      Ras tapped his graying temple. “That is always the question, isn’t it?”
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      Carth lost track of how many days had passed since Ras had last visited. Enough that she’d had time to play Tsatsun as several other people, each time shifting her focus, trying to place herself within the mind of another. So far, she hadn’t found anyone who had managed to defeat her father. Invar had come close, but there was a rigid set of rules she followed when she played as him, and those rules made it difficult for him to defeat someone with a more flexible set of rules.

      It was days after she had last seen Ras when she decided that she would play as him.

      She didn’t know if she could mimic his style as well as she wanted, but it was time for her to slip into his mindset, and see if she could come up with a way to understand him better. Through her play as others, she had come to understand them better. Not only her parents—and learning how much she could discover of her parents by playing a game from their perspective had surprised her—but also those she had only recently met. Jhon, and Tessa, and Adam, and even Invar. There were others; Carth had played as friends from the A’ras, and even as some of the A’ras masters, but it had been easiest for her to put herself in the mindsets of those she knew best—or had known more recently.

      Ras should fall into that category as well. She had even played against him, so she should have some idea how he would react to different moves, but he had been unpredictable when she played him, so she wasn’t entirely sure she could get into his frame of mind.

      If she could—and if she could play like him—it was possible she would be able to learn a key to beating him.

      That more than anything motivated her to attempt to play as him.

      Who would his opponent be?

      Carth considered the options. It would be interesting to see how her father would play against Ras, but she doubted he would win. Invar wouldn’t work either, and those were the two strongest players she could imagine. It left her with one option: herself.

      Carth would move first. Ras would have let her, she decided. He would have wanted to know what her opening move would be, so he could plan how to react.

      Carth thought about how she would open. There were many options, but she stuck with the simplest strategy, one that would let her see how Ras might play. It was something her father would have done, and a move that she had made often while playing with him.

      Switching to Ras’s perspective, she observed how Carth’s first move gave her a view of the board and decided to make a decisive open. Ras would play like that, at least until Carth revealed herself, then he would change his approach to match hers.

      They each moved, Carth playing conservatively, trying to give herself time to see how Ras would play, but when Carth played as Ras, she knew the key to what Carth did, and kept her at arm’s length, preventing her from using the Stone and pushing it.

      Neither side sacrificed their pieces easily.

      Then Carth made a mistake. Ras attacked, using her move against her. And the game was over.

      She sat back, shaking her head. Even when she played as Ras, she couldn’t beat him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The light shifted. It was subtle, barely more than a blink. Had she not been subjected to the brightness of the room for as long as she had, she might not have noticed. As it was, she recognized the change and knew immediately what it meant: Ras appeared.

      She’d seen the slight shifting of the light before and wondered if there was anything she could do when he came. Would she be able to reach for the shadows then? The change was brief, and so quick that she’d have to be ready for it, but if she could—if she could somehow find a way to grab for the shadows in that moment when Ras entered the cell, she might be able to hold on to them and get enough strength to get free.

      A test. It was something she would have to attempt later, but she’d have to know when he came. She didn’t know if it did the same when he left, but she didn’t think so.

      “You continue to play,” he said. He studied the board as Carth had left it, still set up following her defeat when she had played as him.

      “What else is there to do?” she asked.

      “At a recent visit, I think you decided that you would attack me.”

      “That was a mistake.”

      He almost smiled. “What made you come to that decision?”

      “When I didn’t beat you. You never answered my question.”

      “I never agreed to answer your questions.”

      “What were you doing there that night? If it wasn’t for the girl, what brought you out?”

      His eyes twitched, barely the slightest movement, but Carth knew it was a question he didn’t want to answer. “I have many reasons for traveling at night.”

      “Is that where you go when you leave me alone? Do you go out and attack young girls?”

      She added the last mostly to see what reaction she could get from him. She no longer really believed that he had been leading the attack on that girl, but if she could goad him into slipping, she would take the opportunity to do so.

      “Those girls are safe from me,” he said, a little more heat to the words than he usually spoke with.

      What was it about the attack that bothered him like it did? He hadn’t seemed too upset about attacking Carth, so it wasn’t the fact that a girl had been harmed. There had to be something about it, though, that bothered him.

      She studied him a moment, debating whether to push again or to let it drop. Seeing the way his eyes twitched every time she mentioned the girls, she decided she should let it drop. Pushing him on it ran the risk of actually angering him. She didn’t think she could beat him, not without her abilities and maybe not even with them. Escaping required her to outthink him somehow.

      “I was trying to help her,” Carth said, changing directions quickly. She would see how he responded to the change in topic. “That was why I left my ship.”

      There was no evidence for surprise when she admitted coming off the ship. Either he had expected that, or he had known. Maybe he had even anticipated that she would react the way she had to the scream. She still didn’t know if she’d somehow been drawn off the ship.

      “You did not come for the sport of the fight?”

      He asked it as a question, but it seemed that he already knew the answer.

      “There’s no sport in a fight like that.”

      “One where you are more powerful than the other?”

      She nodded.

      “Yet you attacked, knowing you were stronger than them.”

      “I attacked because I wanted to save that girl from them. I heard what they planned to do with her. They did the same in Nyaesh, and I wasn’t about to let them use her like that.”

      She had revealed more than she’d intended, but if she managed to keep him talking, it would be worth it. Ras rarely talked about anything other than Tsatsun, or when he did, she didn’t know what he intended when he shared. There had to be a purpose. With him, there was almost always some purpose to what he shared.

      “What did you see in Nyaesh?” Ras asked. He’d rarely engaged her in real conversation, preferring to torment her with the cold and the light. Carth didn’t know what it meant that he chose to speak to her this time.

      “What part? Where my parents were killed or how the Hjan attacked in the city or how the A’ras could barely defend themselves, let alone consider stopping the Hjan?”

      His face twisted with real emotion, his jaw clenching. “They have reached the north,” he said in a whisper.

      “If you mean the Hjan, then yes. They don’t seem to have any difficulty moving from place to place when they flicker.”

      He tipped his head and studied her. “Flicker?”

      She shrugged. “That’s what it looks like when they attack. They sort of flicker. I don’t know what it means.”

      “They call it traveling. Others with a natural form of their ability call it sliding.”

      “Natural?”

      “The men you know as the Hjan, I have known by other names. They desire power and seek to use it to gain more power.”

      “Like you?” Carth hesitated saying it, but she needed to continue to press him, especially if she intended to get more information from him. This seemed a topic that he was passionate about, though she was passionate about it as well. She needed to find some way to stop the Hjan from attacking in Nyaesh. That had been the entire purpose of her coming with Jhon to wherever he intended to bring her. Not to Odian, though she had now been here for far longer than she had ever expected, but someplace where she could obtain more training, and she could come to know what it was she could do to help.

      “Perhaps like me,” Ras said. “What do you even know about me, shadow born? You know that I can confine you with the light, and you know that I can slow you with the cold, but have you ever worked out how I knew those things? Have you ever questioned how it was that I found you?”

      Carth swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. “Every day.”

      Ras tipped his head. “Good. You should wonder.”

      He turned and started to leave. Carth reached for him before catching herself. She didn’t want it to look like an attack. She didn’t want to attack. All she wanted was information. The more she learned, the easier it might be for her to figure out a way to escape.

      “What else do you know about them?” she asked when Ras paused.

      He took a deep breath. “The Hjan are formidable, even for me, shadow born. I would not advise chasing after them.”

      “They killed my parents,” she said softly.

      Ras nodded. “They have killed many like yourself. They fear what they do not understand, and they do not understand the way Ih can use the shadows. It is one thing they have never managed to mimic, and if they cannot understand it, they prefer to eliminate it rather than needing to fear it.”

      “They destroyed Ih-lash.”

      Ras shrugged. “There are things in this world I do not fully know. I am not as connected as many, so it is possible they did. Some would have survived, and they would continue to resist, but there is only so much one can do when it comes to the Hjan.”

      “They can be defeated,” Carth said. “I stopped them.”

      “Did you, shadow born? Did you stop them or did you only delay them?” He sat in front of her and started setting up the Tsatsun board, his practiced hand placing the pieces quickly. “What is your move when compared to their willingness to play the game?”

      He pushed the Night forward. It was a strong player, one of the strongest in the game, and rarely would it make sense to move it as the first play. He spun the board and made a series of moves, all the time arranging the lesser pieces around the Night.

      “You might be able to take out these,” he said, letting the Night attack, knocking over three of the horses of the other side, but leaving four still remaining. The Night could only attack so many times before it was clear that it would be taken out of the game. “But what happens when even such a strong piece as yourself gets overwhelmed? Lesser pieces can overcome stronger ones, especially when working together.”

      The Night was taken. Carth studied the board, realizing how many of the other pieces remained. She’d been so focused on the battle with the Night that she’d neglected how the other pieces were being played. Not only did that side of the board miss the Night, but it missed other key pieces as well. The tower was gone, as was one of the pyramids. The side was weakened.

      Ras finished the game out, and it ended about as expected once the Night was removed from play. There were no other pieces that would counter the mistake of playing the Night too early.

      “You’re saying the Hjan will only come into Nyaesh again?”

      Ras shrugged. “Nyaesh. Chonah. Bhavs. Althin. Other places in the north. All of them are possible.”

      He named all the places she’d named as her home. Carth wasn’t surprised. “They have already shown a willingness to attack in Ih-lash.”

      “Because they feared Ih-lash, shadow born. What else do they fear in the north?”

      “The A’ras,” she answered.

      “Do you think they really fear the A’ras?”

      She almost said yes, but realized that wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true, or they wouldn’t have worked so openly within Nyaesh. There was only so much the A’ras magic could do when faced with the power that the Hjan had demonstrated.

      “Then who?”

      Even as she asked, she knew the answer: the Reshian. They had abilities with the shadows, enough that they could oppose the Hjan. They might not be able to defeat them as easily as Carth, but they already knew the threat, and were involved.

      “You see the problem, do you not, shadow born? The Hjan use artificial means to create power that must be born in others. Think on that; they are able to offer power to someone. How powerful do you think that could be to the right person?”

      She didn’t have to think too hard to realize how powerful that would be. Even with the abilities she possessed, she could understand the draw of trying to gain more, especially if it meant keeping those she cared about safe. Wasn’t that the point of power?

      “That’s how they can overpower the north?”

      Ras nodded. “You might have slowed them, shadow born, but you did not defeat them. There will be others, and they will come with enough strength that one person will not be able to stop them.”

      She thought about those she had left behind. Friends she had cared about, both within the A’ras and those without any ability to protect themselves. Had she made it worse by slowing the Hjan? Had she only risked drawing greater attention to them?

      If that were the case, then there might not be anything she could do that would keep them safe. They would be lost. She looked down at the Tsatsun board and envisioned the Hjan returning; she could imagine them attacking in greater force, this time with only the A’ras there to try and slow them. Before, there had been the Reshian, but they were weakened as well. That had been the point of the Hjan getting the A’ras to side with them, to face the Reshian, so that there would be less of a real threat to the power of the Hjan. And it had almost worked. In some ways, it had worked, especially if she viewed the moves as something of a long game of Tsatsun, a game of strategy that the Hjan had figured out a way to win without too much risk to themselves.

      Ras stood and started toward the edge of the cell. Carth felt colder than she had in some time, a sensation that likely had little to do with the actual temperature in the room.

      “How can we defeat them?” she asked.

      “We?” Ras said.

      She looked up from the board. “You dislike them as well. I can see that from your face. Help me to find a way to defeat them so that they don’t destroy any more of the north.”

      His face showed no emotion, though it rarely did.

      Ras paused near the light, and Carth almost forgot to focus on whether there would be shifting shadows when he left, the same as it seemed there were when he entered.

      “You cannot defeat them with strength, shadow born, not when they have the ability to continue to create numbers.”

      “How, then?”

      He nodded toward the board. “You play Tsatsun.”

      When he left, she didn’t notice any change in the shadows.
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      Another few days passed, and during that time Ras never returned. Carth kept herself busy by playing Tsatsun by herself, at first playing from different perspectives the same as she had done before, but eventually getting tired of that. Not because it wasn’t challenging, but because the more she played as Ras, the more she began to see that his perspective allowed the greatest chance of success. The only time she had any luck against him was when she played it as a melding of all the other perspectives she could imagine.

      She turned to playing from a different point of view, this time trying to mimic how the Hjan had attacked in Nyaesh. She tried putting herself in the mindset of whoever controlled them—and for some reason she always imagined him as someone like Felyn, even though she knew he had died long ago.

      Playing that way, with that technique, still felt not quite right. Was it the strategy she used or was it her limited ability to imagine how the Hjan attacked? She didn’t think it was the latter. Once she settled into a point of view, she was able to remain there, holding on to it so that she truly felt like she was that person. This was something else.

      Carth sat back from the board, trying to think about what she was missing. The air in the cell felt slightly warmer than it had, and the light not quite as bright as it had seemed. It must be that she was getting accustomed to the temperature in the time she’d spent trapped. She’d given up worrying about whether that meant she would lose her connection to her abilities as well. She didn’t think so, but until she escaped—if she escaped—she would never know the answer.

      As she stared at the board, she realized it wasn’t the perspective she forced herself into that was lacking, it was the scope of the strategy she attempted. She hadn’t been thinking grand enough.

      She reset the board and started again. Was that the first time she hadn’t played out the game in its entirety? It didn’t matter. Before, she had been trying to understand the nuances of the game, but maybe there were no nuances she could learn without having another actual player. What she needed was to use what she did understand and see what it told her about the Hjan.

      Maybe it was nothing more than a mental exercise that wouldn’t help her at all, but she still wanted to try. If she could see what the Hjan might be attempting in the north, she could find a way to counter it, couldn’t she? Wasn’t that the point of Tsatsun? There were stronger and weaker pieces, but that wasn’t always what mattered. Sometimes it was how they were moved around the board that mattered more than the individual pieces.

      As she played it this way, she started to see a different pattern. Not only did she play as the Hjan, she tried to think of the strategy they would use while attacking the entirety of the north, thinking of the other side of the game board as the north.

      The moves were different now. It wasn’t so much about attacking and countering; it was the Hjan attempting to secure more than the Stone—they wanted all of the north. That meant either clearing the entire game board or neutralizing each of the pieces.

      And from what she knew, there were two defensive parts—the Reshian as the remnants of Ih-lash, and the A’ras. Once they were neutralized, the board was surprisingly open.

      There came a flicker.

      Carth almost reached for the shadows, but what purpose would there be? She wasn’t fast enough to do so, even if she could reach them.

      Ras stepped into the cell, the light parting for him as he did. Today he wore a dark brown cloak with a hood rolled down his neck. A hint of a bruise had formed along his arm, but it was barely more than a slight yellowish discoloration. He studied the board, the corners of his eyes twitching slightly.

      “That is an interesting technique,” he said, noting the side of the board she’d played as the Hjan.

      “It’s not a technique.”

      “No? Then what would you call it?”

      “A strategy? I’m trying to determine why the Hjan attacked the way they did.”

      “And you think Tsatsun will reveal that to you?”

      “Isn’t that what you suggested?”

      “I suggested one could learn to counter them by practicing strategy.”

      “How is that different?”

      “You believe you can get deep enough into the mind of the Hjan to defeat them?”

      Carth stared at the board. Wasn’t that what she had done? Playing as the Hjan had given her more insight into the way they might play, enough that she thought she could counter them—at least while playing on a game board. Playing in real life would be something quite different.

      “Yes.”

      Ras almost smiled. She could see that the corners of his mouth wanted to twitch, but he didn’t.

      He sat and started setting up the board again. When finished, he waved a hand to her and said, “Why don’t we play again? You can show me if you’ve learned anything.”

      “You want me to play as the Hjan?”

      He shook his head. “I want you to play however you want. The Hjan, yourself, whatever you think will win the game. Isn’t that the point?”

      She hadn’t played Ras—actually played Ras rather than imagining playing him—in quite a few days. Most of the time, she’d spent imagining how he would play, without really knowing how he might react.

      Had she learned anything? Was it possible that she could outplay him using this technique of imagining herself as him? What if she played as Ras?

      She imagined herself as him, and how he would react. It was easier now that she had played that way several times already. She settled into the role, becoming him. She moved the first piece, thinking about how he would play at first, wanting more information. It was similar to the way he had fought her the night they had met.

      Ras countered. Carth made another move, this one a little bit more aggressive, determined to get more information from him through her move.

      Back and forth they went. With each move she made, he adjusted, forcing her to adjust in return. She realized she wasn’t playing quite like him anymore. She was playing like a combination of all the people whose mindsets she had managed to get inside of. She used moves that her father, or Invar, or her mother would make, mixing those with moves like what she envisioned of Ras.

      He countered each.

      Carth studied the board, thinking through the different ways he might react and choosing to attack in a way that would force him to react the way she wanted. She pressed, then he countered. He pressed, then she countered.

      Only a few pieces remained. They each had the Stone surrounded, and Carth couldn’t see a way for either of them to push it to the other side, not where it could be defended. Ras watched her, rather than the board, an interested gleam in his eyes. He wore a hint of a smile, not bothering to hide it as he normally did.

      “There’s no move for either of us to make,” she said. “We’re at a draw.”

      He nodded. “I see the same.”

      “What now?”

      Ras moved to sit on his knees and studied the board before turning his attention to the pieces piled next to Carth. “How is it that you have progressed so rapidly?”

      “I just played.”

      Ras began picking up the pieces, placing them back into the bag. “Just played. There are many who would play their entire life, never to have a game like that. I think you managed to do more than just play. Tell me, shadow born, what technique you used.”

      What did it matter if she admitted that she had placed herself into the mindset of others as she played? Would it matter to Ras?

      “I already told you how I played.”

      “You told me you would place yourself into a different perspective, but that shouldn’t have allowed you to anticipate some of these moves.” He tipped his head, studying her with a different intensity than he’d had before. “Unless you intend to tell me that you used me.”

      “You, others I know. I played as all of them.”

      Ras said nothing as he finished picking up the pieces. He lifted the board as well, then stood and made his way to the edge of what Carth had determined was the cell.

      “Come with me, shadow born.”

      When he stepped through the light, the brightness of the cell faded completely, and the cold disappeared.

      Carth sat there, unable to move, uncertain what to do or how to react.

      Tentatively, she reached for her connection to the shadows. They responded as they always had, returning to her. Carth wrapped them around herself, pulling on the strength of the shadows before slowly releasing them. Taking a deep breath, she reached for the A’ras magic as well. It came with less hesitancy than she would have expected. The A’ras magic had always been a little more difficult for her to reach, always requiring that she have more emotion than she should in order to touch it, but this time it came fairly easily.

      She sighed, staring in the direction where Ras had disappeared.

      Should she follow him, or should she use her renewed connection to her abilities to escape?

      What would Ras expect her to do?

      He would have planned for her to do either. If she attempted to escape, she suspected he had some way of capturing her again. She didn’t doubt he was strong enough to hold her within the cell, or that he would come up with some way to trap her were she to outmaneuver him.

      Then there was the possibility that he wanted to explain more of what he knew.

      Could she pass up that opportunity?

      He knew something about the Hjan, and playing as them, even while doing it on a game board, had made it clear that she needed more strength—or more strategy—to defeat them than she had previously realized. But what would Ras really do to help?

      He hadn’t shown any interest in actually harming her. He had shown her how to play Tsatsun, and given her hints on how to improve. What if he wanted her to learn so that he could work with her?

      It was an idea that she hadn’t considered before, but one that made a certain sort of sense.

      Carth took a deep breath and followed Ras into the shadows.
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      The building was massive. Carth didn’t find him in the hall outside the room where she’d been held, a room that turned out to be much larger than she would have expected. Only part of the room had been used as her cell, and had she escaped, there appeared to be other ways to hold her. She smiled when she realized the lengths he’d gone to hold her in place, and the fact that she still hadn’t managed to escape.

      A door from the room led into a hall. Carth took the hallway, holding on to a hint of the shadows so she could find her way more easily. Using the shadows somehow made it easier for her to see, something she still didn’t fully understand.

      The hallway widened as she followed it. Carth had a sense of other rooms off of it, but between the shadows and something Ras had likely done, she couldn’t see anything with certainty.

      Were there others like her? Had Ras collected others with similar power?

      She considered searching for the doors, but that would only delay her, and right now she wanted to know what Ras had in mind for her, and why he’d freed her now.

      The hall ended, and she had to choose to go either right or left. Carth debated which direction to take, not able to tell where Ras had gone. Using the shadows, she stretched along the left hallway. She suspected that if she reached the end of the hall and there was some sort of barrier to her shadows, that would be where she’d find Ras. There was nothing. As far as she could tell, the shadows continued to stretch, leading away from her before they gradually faded into nothing, a place beyond her reach.

      She tried the right and pressed the shadows with more strength in that direction. Doing so gave her a sense of the contours of the hall. There were others there, but they were hidden behind other doors, places she couldn’t quite make out. She continued searching for Ras and finally found the resistance she expected.

      Carth hurried down the hall. As she went, the connection to the shadows began to fade once more. It didn’t disappear completely, but it began to weaken, pressing against something, though she wasn’t quite certain what it was.

      She reached a simple door made of unadorned wood with a silver handle.

      Carth took the handle and twisted.

      The door opened into a wood-paneled room. Two long padded benches faced each other with an ornate Tsatsun board in the middle. The pieces of the board were intricately carved, and appeared to be made of ivory and a dark metal, polished so that they gleamed.

      Books lined shelves, and Carth scanned them; she wasn’t surprised to see how many detailed strategies for playing Tsatsun, but she was surprised how many had information about battle tactics and warfare.

      What kind of man was Ras?

      Carth knew so little about him. What she did know came from playing Tsatsun with him. She knew that he was adaptable, and that he was more skilled a player than she was, but other than that, she didn’t know nearly as much as she should.

      A door on the other side of the room opened, and Ras entered, carrying a tray with a steaming pot and two mugs. He set it on a small table near the Tsatsun board and poured a heady mixture into it.

      “Sit,” he said, motioning her to the bench.

      Carth considered objecting but decided to take a seat. Was this some new tactic of his, or had something between them changed?

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      Taking a seat opposite her, Ras lifted the cup between his hands and inhaled deeply. There was something about the way he drank from the cup that reminded her of Jhon and how he had drunk the tea while sharing the room with her on the ship.

      “I suppose you would call this a game room,” he answered.

      “Who do you play here?”

      Ras flicked his gaze to the pieces. “Myself, mostly.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “I think we have gone over that more than once, have we not, shadow born?”

      “Not to your”—she didn’t know what to call it; was it a prison, or some sort of bunker?—“place, but to this room. Why have you released me from my cell?”

      Ras blinked. “Whoever said that you were released?”

      “I—”

      “And whoever said that you were imprisoned?” he went on, as if not expecting an answer to the first question. If he had expected an answer, he didn’t seem to care that she hadn’t offered one.

      “What else would you call it, if not a prison?” she asked.

      “There are many things I could call it. Perhaps the simplest explanation is that you needed to find another way to focus.”

      “I think my focus was fine.”

      “Was it? You were able to be defeated by a single man, even as you manipulated your powers as well as you did. Do you think that shows focus?” He took another drink from his cup and then set it down. “Now you’ve shown you can think, and that you can plan. I should like to see how far that takes you.”

      “You said you would kill me.”

      Ras nodded. “And I still might.”

      “Why?”

      “The same reason you thought to destroy the Hjan you encountered. You’re a threat, shadow born. One I can counter, but not all are as capable. I have not decided whether you should remain in the world.”

      The simple way he stated it sent a chill down her back. “But you know how I feel about the Hjan! You know that I oppose them.”

      “There are many who oppose the Hjan, shadow born. That doesn’t make your reasoning any more sound.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      He shook his head and set the cup down on the table next to the game board. “We have answered that as well. I think that we will play a game now.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      Carth checked to see that she could reach the shadows. She could, and there didn’t seem to be anything that would prevent her from reaching the A’ras magic either. Whatever barrier he had used in the cell didn’t appear to be in place now. That didn’t mean that Ras was incapable of putting it back into place, though. Carth suspected that he could do that quite easily.

      “Either you kill me or you release me.”

      “Those are the only two options that you would consider?” Ras asked, disappointment plain in his voice.

      “You could always help me,” she said, though she didn’t expect him to offer.

      “Have I not helped?”

      “You think what you’ve done has helped?” she asked.

      “Tell me, shadow born, what you would see done differently?”

      Carth stared at the board, considering doing something foolish again. Did Ras really believe that he had helped her?

      If he did, was that why he treated her as he did? Did he help by holding her captive? He forced her to play games… but hadn’t that game given her a different perspective? She began to see the world differently, thinking through the different options, and the possibilities, in ways that she hadn’t before.

      In that way, Jhon had been right. She had taken to attacking first, and thinking to question only later. She had come to rely on her abilities, not only because she was strong with them, but because once she’d learned of them, she hadn’t had to go without them. The only time she’d been forced to attempt something similar was when she’d worked with the A’ras, and even there she wasn’t without power—she still had her ability to use the A’ras magic, even if she struggled to reach it consistently.

      Even when she’d lived with Vera and Hal she had used her powers at the time—the tricks that her father had taught her—to help her collect scraps. Carth had never had to do anything other than use her abilities.

      The first time she’d been forced to do more than rely on skills she had that others didn’t, she had failed. Ras had captured her. And now he had given her a different way to search for success, if only she managed to outthink her opponents.

      His question remained: What would she have done differently?

      “Did they ask you to do this to me?”

      “Did who?”

      She couldn’t tell if he really didn’t know, or if he played some game with her. It was possible that Ras concealed his true agenda—that was a strategy he would employ while playing Tsatsun.

      To understand more, she had to shift her play, just as she would have to shift it while playing Tsatsun. Isn’t that what he had taught her?

      “Why were you there that night? It wasn’t for me, unless you detected my presence and came that quickly.” She didn’t think he could flicker—travel—the same way that the Hjan could, but she still wasn’t certain. “Were you there for the girl?”

      “That girl should not have been there.”

      That girl, not the girl.

      “You knew her.”

      Ras blinked. “I know many people, shadow born. It should not surprise you I knew this girl as well.”

      “You weren’t there to harm her at all. You went to help her.”

      “Have we not had this discussion once before? Must you make the same move over again?”

      “If you weren’t there for me, and you knew the girl, you weren’t expecting me. Then why hold me?” She still didn’t have the answer to that question and thought it was important to understand the reason.

      Ras didn’t answer, instead choosing to make the first move on the Tsatsun board.

      “Did someone send you after me?” Carth thought about statements Jhon had made about her use of her abilities. Had he set up her abduction so that she would learn to use other abilities? After what she’d gone through—and what he knew she had gone through—she wouldn’t think he would do that to her, but what if he had?

      Ras flicked his gaze up and met her eyes. “I came across you by chance, shadow born. You were where you should not have been.”

      She didn’t know whether to believe him. “What now?”

      “Now you will play a game of Tsatsun.” He waited for her to sit. She ignored the tea set in front of her, wanting nothing to do with it. “When you win, you may leave.”
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      Carth stared at the game board, still unable to believe that she had won. She’d maneuvered the Stone to the other side of the board, and Ras had no other moves that would let him win. He stared at the board, not moving or blinking, for long minutes.

      The game had gone like the last one, though this time, Carth had countered using every person she could place herself within, trying to pretend that she was Ras, Invar, her father, or countless others, before finally playing as all of them. Doing so allowed her to see the board in a different way, one that opened up before her, creating possibilities. With each possibility, she knew how Ras might move, and knew how to counter him as well.

      Ras took a deep breath and looked up from the board. A part of Carth worried he wouldn’t do as he’d promised, that he would trap her once more. Hadn’t he said he had no one to play with other than himself? She imagined him using that as an excuse to hold her, forcing her to continue to play him until he beat her again. That had been the risk she’d accepted when she’d agreed to make another move.

      Without speaking, he stood, lifted the pot of tea and his cup, and left the room.

      Carth stared after him. Was she to follow?

      She glanced once more at the board. Something about it troubled her, though she couldn’t quite place her finger on what it was. Maybe it was the fact that she had won. Playing Ras had never been easy, and he had always managed to counter everything she intended before, but this time, she had somehow been able to anticipate where he would move and use that to avoid the traps he had attempted to set.

      As she stood, she considered taking the board and the pieces with her, but this was Ras’s board; she would not take it from him and give him another reason to hold her. If she really did get to leave, she would miss playing. She couldn’t deny she had come to enjoy the challenge. There was much about the strategy she enjoyed, and she had discovered she actually liked trying to place herself into a different perspective. It helped her understand others better than she ever had before, though whether that was something real or not, she didn’t know.

      Pausing at the door leading from the room, she glanced back. The hall behind her, the one that led away from her cell, now glowed with a soft white light again. Pulling on the shadows of this room, she pushed against the hallway, and against the light, and found resistance there.

      What of the others she thought she’d detected along that hall? Should she attempt to find out more about them, or should she follow Ras?

      Escape. That had to be her focus now. If she really was freed, then she could decide later whether she would return.

      Carth made her way through the halls and found Ras standing at a simple doorway. Another hearth, this one cold and unlit, faced the doorway. A plate of uneaten food rested on a table next to the hearth. The flooring had a layer of dust, and she noted that Ras somehow managed to avoid leaving footprints. Her knives rested on a table near him.

      He leaned on the door, one hand on the handle. “You have grown more than I believed possible, shadow born. I will honor my end of the bargain.”

      “What bargain was that?”

      His face showed no emotion as he pulled open the door.

      A cool breeze fluttered into the room, but one that was natural and held the humidity of the air and the scent of the sea. Shadows followed, and Carth breathed them in without realizing exactly what she did.

      “Have you decided your next move, shadow born?” he asked.

      She barely had time to process the fact that she actually was getting free from him. After all the time she’d spent trapped here, she didn’t think he would actually free her. Now it seemed that he would—unless this was some sort of trap.

      Yet, she knew what she needed to do.

      Playing Tsatsun had given her the answer to that, and had shown her that she might be able to do more than she had realized.

      She had left Nyaesh with the intent to go and learn elsewhere, giving no thought to what might happen after she left. From playing Tsatsun, she had seen that maybe she had made a mistake in not thinking that through. Jhon might have made a similar mistake… unless he had something else planned but had not shared it with her.

      “The Hjan still threaten the north.”

      “They will always be a threat.”

      “You could help me stop them. I can tell you want that as well.”

      Ras’s eyes twitched in what she recognized as a display of emotion. “There are many things I want. Most require what I do not have.”

      “I’ve seen your strength. With the two of us—”

      “Did you learn nothing, shadow born?” He started to pull the door closed and Carth tensed, thinking that her chance to escape had disappeared. Would he take that from her now that she was so close? Had she said the wrong thing to him?

      But she had noted his reaction when she’d discussed the Hjan. Somehow, he had been harmed by them as well.

      “Have you not seen that there is no power that will overwhelm the Hjan? They learn, and they adapt. They might not have the same abilities you possess, but they have numbers that make them stronger than you. There is nothing you can do that will change the course of what they intend.”

      Carth flashed back to when she had played as the Hjan. Not as one individual, but as the entire group. She had been ruthless, and conniving, and… she realized that what Ras said might be true. The Hjan would come with more numbers.

      Which only made it more important that she do something.

      “I have friends in Nyaesh. There are others I care about. I can’t sit back and do nothing.”

      “What do you think you could do, shadow born?”

      How had she defeated the Hjan when she’d played as them?

      “There might be nothing I can do, but I have to try. Didn’t your game show me it’s not about how strong the move might be, but about the tactics?”

      Ras pushed on the door again, letting it open into the night. “Perhaps you learned more than I realized.”

      He turned away from her, leaving Carth standing facing the open doorway.

      “You won’t help?”

      “My fight is here, shadow born.”

      “And what fight is that? From what I’ve seen, you sit and you play games with me and others, but you don’t do anything.”

      She thought goading him this way might get some reaction out of him, give her something she could work with, but it didn’t. He continued back down the hall, leaving her standing in the doorway as he likely returned to his game board.

      Carth collected her knives and stepped out into the night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Shadows swirled around her, at first an unfamiliar sensation. It was much like what she had experienced when she had first left the palace grounds after training with the Nyaesh as long as she had. There was comfort in the shadows, and in knowing she could use them. They made her stronger, quicker, more silent, but she had become dependent on them.

      After going a hundred yards or so, she glanced back, searching for Ras’s home, but found nothing but emptiness in the night.

      She paused. How had he disappeared?

      Not only him, but how had the entire building disappeared?

      Carth drew on the shadows, shifting them around herself, trying to see through the darkness, but even as she did, there was nothing that told her there had been anything else. It was as if the building simply did not exist.

      She started back, heading in the direction she knew the building had to be, and found herself making a steady circle, never getting any closer to anything that could be the building.

      Carth smiled to herself. Had Ras somehow managed to hide an entire building from her? It would be the best way to keep it protected. If she couldn’t find it—if others couldn’t find it—there would be no way for him to be discovered.

      No wonder he didn’t have anyone to play Tsatsun with.

      She paused and listened for the sound of the sea. The salt clung to the air, so she knew she must be close, but in the darkness of the night, she couldn’t see any sign of it. Distantly, there was the sound of waves lapping at the shore.

      Carth made her way toward it.

      With each step, she felt pushed along, as if whatever Ras did, and however he managed to conceal his presence, also kept her from turning around. In that way, it reminded her of the power he used with the light, how he pushed it against her and concealed her ability with the shadows.

      There came a shifting to the shadows as the landscape in front of her changed. Carth reached it, discovering a steep cliff leading down to rocks far below, the sea crashing there. Occasional spits of spray reached her. Which way would she find Odian? If she could find the city, she could find the Levelan, and hopefully Jhon.

      She had two options, and neither seemed better than the other.

      Turning left, she followed the rocky cliffside, occasionally having to slow to climb over rock or around massive cracks that jutted in from the sea, as if one of the gods had grown angry and tossed boulders down on the land.

      The rock slowly changed, gradually rolling toward a grassy plain. Occasional copses of trees appeared, and she paused near one, drinking from a stream that spilled over the cliff edge and out to the sea. Carth imagined that it would be beautiful in the daylight, but she had no interest in seeing it in the daylight. She wanted nothing more than to reach Odian. Find Jhon. And then discover some way to reach Nyaesh, even if it meant she had to find a ship of her own.

      Distant lights caught her attention as she climbed another peak.

      Carth paused again, noting how the sea felt no closer now than it had before, how the cliff still loomed high over the water, and wondered how much she would have to descend to reach it. As she approached the distant lights, she began to hear the sounds of a city.

      Carth hurried along the rock, moving as quickly as she could until the rock gradually changed into what appeared to be a path. From there, it widened and she could see where boots had left their marks over time. No one walked the path. It might be late, but she would have expected to see someone; there was nothing.

      The road wound away from the rocks, veering away from the shore and curving down, a gentler slope than she would have expected. As she reached the base of the hill, the city in the distance spread out before her. Dozens of candles glowed in the night, and there was the sound of voices, mixed with the occasional shout, and even the cawing of gulls, that last almost soothing after all the time she’d spent along the shores in Nyaesh or in several of the other port towns her parents had brought her to during their travels from Ih-lash.

      Was this Odian?

      It was possible that it was not—that Ras had brought her away from Odian, and that she would find another city—but something about the fish scent mixed with the salt and the strange but real rhythm of the city told her it was.

      She followed the road as it led through the city, veering away from the heart of the city itself and making her way toward where she expected to find the docks. If Jhon remained, and if the Levelan remained, she would find them.

      She passed a row of shops, some with signs she recognized, like that of the seamstress or the candlemaker or even the herbalist, the sign marked with a sprig of what appeared to be coxberry—a strange plant to use for something like that—until she reached a row of taverns. That was how she knew she was close. Much like they did in Nyaesh, the taverns ran along the docks. It was probably the same in most cities, though Carth didn’t know too many places other than Nyaesh. She’d been too young to wander freely when she’d visited other places with her parents.

      At the docks, she pulled on the shadows, making it lighter for her and easier to see as she searched for the Levelan. She was a distinctive ship, one with a sharp prow and a masthead that looked carved like a sea creature, and during the time they had been docked in Odian, the square sails had been rolled, though she knew they were a deep brown, darker than most ships, so that when she sailed at night it would be difficult to see her.

      There was no sign of the Levelan. There was nothing but local ships.

      After all she had been through, she would be stranded here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          14

        

      

    
    
      The inside of the tavern glowed with a warm light, the product of dozens of candles as well as the steady blaze from the hearth. Carth sat in a corner of the tavern, arms wrapped around her plate, savoring the stringy meat and the tough carrots she’d been served, not minding the exorbitant price she’d been charged for them. It wasn’t her coin anyway; she’d collected scraps from a well-dressed man when she’d first entered, deciding he wouldn’t miss his purse. She’d seen plenty of men like him during her time on the streets in Nyaesh, enough to know she’d chosen the right target.

      The tavern wasn’t as full as the Wounded Lyre used to get, but the men sitting at tables shooting dice or drinking ale all seemed much the same as she would have seen in the Lyre. A minstrel played in the back of the tavern, strumming an instrument she’d never seen. It had a bright sound, one that carried through the tavern and split through the noise around them.

      She tried to listen. What she needed was information. Not only about the Levelan, if she could get it, but about Odian, and how long she might have been trapped. If she could find out that, she might be able to figure out what had happened with Jhon and how long they had stayed in the port after her disappearance. She suspected they would have searched for her for a while, but when would they have given up?

      “Storms moving in again,” one of the men at a nearby table said.

      Carth glanced over to him and noted his narrow-set eyes and pale hair, coloring that was not seen in the north. That marked him as a southerner, though she didn’t know the southern isles nearly as well and didn’t know the lands beyond the sea at all. That was where the Hjan came from, if Jhon was right.

      “There are always storms that move through here,” another man said. “That’s why we get stuck here for as long as we do.”

      “The last time we were here, we were stuck for nearly a week,” the beady-eyed man said.

      He glanced over and Carth tried to make it look like she hadn’t been listening. She didn’t worry about them catching her, but she didn’t want to cause trouble either. Gathering information required using the shadows and being secretive.

      She pulled slightly on the shadows, drawing from the edge just a bit, enough that she could feel herself sinking into them, and enough that she had a shroud she could use to conceal herself. Even with that, she had to be careful. Pull too much, and it would be evident something was off. Not enough and she remained visible. It was a balancing act, and she was out of practice now that she had been confined for as long as she had been.

      “A week is nothing,” the other man said. “I hear there was a ship stuck here nearly three weeks the last time. Think on that, Guya! Three weeks sitting at the damn dock, with nothing but your stinking ship for company.”

      “The ship doesn’t smell nearly as bad as the men on it.” Both men laughed. “Besides, at least it gives you a chance to sit and have a few pints of ale. Not much ale flows on the ship.”

      “That you know of.”

      “The crew know better than to risk tapping into the casks. They wouldn’t do anything like that. If they did, I’d have to—”

      “You wouldn’t do anything, and they know it. You’re too soft.”

      “Ah, better to be too soft than to be too harsh. Most of those men will fight for me if it comes to it. You too, Talun.”

      Talun grunted, the sound a mixture of a burp and a hiccup, and wiped his face with his sleeve. “At least the ale here isn’t all that bad.”

      “After sitting on the ship as long as we have, anything is drinkable. Once we get these casks to Wesjan, we can crack them and have a few good celebratory pints. Asador ale. Tastes better than this, if you know what I’m saying.”

      “I know this is enough for me to keep drinking.”

      They fell silent for a while, and one of the men burped again. “Storms really coming through?” Talun asked.

      Guya shrugged. “Who really knows? We’ll try to get out before they get a chance, but if we don’t…”

      “I’m getting a room off the ship if we don’t.”

      Guya peered around the tavern. “A room? What kind of place do you think this is? You risk him if you try grabbing for one of the girls.”

      “Not going to risk that,” Talun said. “I know better.”

      Guya studied him, a frown on his intoxicated face, as if he didn’t quite believe his friend. Then the other man belched and his head sagged forward, resting on the table. “Good,” Guya said in a whisper. “I didn’t want to have to keep you from doing anything stupid.”

      He slung his arm around Talun and lifted him, carrying him from the tavern.

      Carth sat there for a moment before deciding to follow, curiosity more than anything pushing her. She hadn’t heard of Asador—or their ales—and wasn’t quite sure where Wesjan would be found, and she wanted to see what kind of ship they were using. She found Guya outside the tavern, working his way along the dock until he came to a smaller ship. It had a narrow beam, and a strange placement of the mast, so she didn’t know quite how something like that would travel the open waters. Even the wide-beamed ship she had taken with Jhon had been rocky out on the open water. Had she not had as hard a stomach as she did, she suspected she would have been miserable. As it was, the ride had been bad enough.

      When Guya reached the sip, Carth heard a soft cry. It was the same sort of cry she’d heard when she’d gone rushing into the city after the girl and ultimately been captured.

      Guya seemed to hear it as well. He paused as he was loading Talun into the ship and looked up. For a moment, Carth thought he might have noticed her, but she retreated into the shadows even more, pulling them around her fully. This way, she would disappear completely from him. She could hear him, and she could see him, but were she to move, she would expose herself.

      The soft cry came again, this time an unmistakable sound.

      Guya noticed as well. He set Talun on the ground. The man moaned softly but didn’t move. Guya glanced back toward the tavern before hurrying off, racing toward the sound.

      Carth followed, still holding on to the shadows. She didn’t know how well she maintained them as she moved—the cloaking didn’t always work quite as well for her while moving—but she hurried after Guya, careful to stay behind him. She didn’t want him to know she followed, or to discover that she used the shadows as she did to stay behind him.

      After leaving the row of taverns, the road wound away from the city. It reminded her of where she’d been captured, and she worried what she would find here. Guya moved cautiously, a pair of knives unsheathed and clutched in both hands. His head swiveled as he walked, and his flat eyes searched into the darkness.

      Another cry, more of a whimper this time.

      Carth stopped, focusing on where the cry had come from.

      Not the direction Guya had gone. This was to the west.

      She glanced at him, then started to the west, moving off the road as she searched for the source. A cluster of stooped trees caught her attention and she froze.

      Carth held the shadows, clinging to them so that she could remain as hidden as possible. This was where she had heard the sound.

      She crept forward, moving slowly, easing toward the trees. If there was something there, she would know about it, but she didn’t want to be surprised either. She wanted to have a glimpse before rushing in and risking herself.

      Maybe Ras’s training had worked. Before, she would have raced in—the risks be damned—and then discovered what she faced. At least this time, she moved carefully, wanting information before she was willing to risk herself.

      Two men stood near the tree. Both were armed with slender swords. One of the men peered at the ground, and Carth followed the direction of his gaze, noting a small girl lying there. A bloody gash ran along one of the arms bound behind her back. She whimpered every so often, and when she did, the man staring at her would kick her.

      With the kick, she cried out more loudly. This was the sound that had drawn her attention. Carth slipped her knife from her sheath and started forward, ready to free the girl, when she heard another sound.

      She paused and looked around for what had made the sound. It had come from behind her.

      Almost too slowly, she darted behind a row of stones along the road, hiding as quickly as she could. She didn’t know if she was fast enough, or whether the movement had unraveled some of the shadow cloak she held. She didn’t think so, but it had been so long since she had tried to move with the shadows that she wasn’t sure that she had been as smooth with them as she had intended.

      “About time you made it here,” one of the men said.

      “Had to shake him.”

      Carth recognized the voice and noted Talun appearing out of the darkness. He didn’t appear to be nearly as intoxicated as he had seemed when Guya had left him on the dock. What would Guya do if he saw him?

      Unless Guya was in on it with him.

      No. That didn’t seem right. If Guya were in on it, there would have been no need for Talun’s playacting. There would have been no need for the deception.

      Then what had happened to Guya?

      Her mind raced through the possibilities, quickly calculating the likelihood that any of the scenarios she came up with might have occurred. Before her time trapped with Ras, she doubted she would have thought it through quite as quickly. Should she be thankful? Did one thank one’s captor, regardless of the outcome of one’s captivity?

      “We’ve got another one heading to him. Can you get her on board?”

      Talun glanced at the girl and shrugged. “I think that can be arranged. I still haven’t figured out how I’ll explain this to him when we get to Wesjan.”

      “That’s not really our problem. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

      “Maybe split the take with him.” The other man had been silent, and as he turned, the shadows reflected off his face and she noticed a long scar running along one cheek. She had seen something like that before, but it had been on one of the Hjan. Was he with the Hjan? Were all of them?

      If that was the case, why did they need to smuggle the girl? She had seen how the Hjan could flicker from place to place. That seemed like it would be the easiest way to abduct someone.

      Guya and the other man didn’t have the same scar, so maybe they weren’t with the Hjan. Maybe it was simply a scar. Carth considered this and decided that it was possible, however unlikely it seemed.

      “I think I’ll keep what I earn. I am the one taking all the risk, aren’t I?”

      The scarred man shook his head. “Risk? The risk was ours in bringing her to you. You do this, and then we’re all better off.”

      The girl struggled. As she did, Carth saw a slight flash of light.

      It was brief, and so subtle that she wasn’t even sure what she had seen. Had she not spent the last… month?... with Ras, she might not have even recognized it, but she did. It was the same light he had used on her to suppress her shadows.

      Was that what they were doing? Did they take this girl because she had the ability to counter the shadows? Could she use that light to overcome the shadows of the shadow blessed?

      Then where was Wesjan? It had to be someplace where the Reshian were still active.

      She needed to do something. She couldn’t leave this poor girl here, not abused and injured like this… only, if she attacked now and removed the others as a threat, she would lose the chance to do something about whatever they might be planning.

      Wasn’t a willingness to sacrifice players a part of Tsatsun?

      Carth hated the fact that she even considered leaving the girl with them. Was that what she was to become?

      But if she didn’t, what more would be risked?

      She had seen it. It might only have been a game, but the concepts were the same. She needed to find out what they intended, and in order to do that, she would have to be willing to let this girl go with Talun. That didn’t mean that she would do nothing, only that she had to find a different play.

      Pulling the shadows around her, she thought she knew what that might be.
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      The night began to lighten by the time Carth found Guya. He lay in a heap on the side of the road, a massive gash on his head oozing blood. When she reached him, she touched his neck, checking for a pulse. At first, she worried that Talun had been too aggressive as he had incapacitated his captain, but then she felt the slow but steadily building presence of a pulse in his neck.

      Carth glanced around and noted a dark shape moving toward them.

      If it was Talun, she needed to be gone from here, but why would Talun have returned to Guya? Doing so would reveal that he knew what happened to the man, and that he wasn’t as intoxicated as he had appeared.

      Carth decided not to risk it and wrapped shadows around them, pulling not only herself but also Guya into the shadows.

      Had she been fast enough? Had the change been too much, so that someone would notice that Guya no longer appeared on the road?

      She didn’t move, not wanting to risk it.

      Through the edge of the shadows, she noted the figure approaching. As it did, there came a slight surge of light, and the shadows around her faded.

      Carth scrambled for them, clawing at them to try to keep herself shrouded. If she didn’t, she would have to defend not only herself, but also Guya. She wasn’t sure she would be able to do that.

      The shadows dissipated.

      As they did, she understood why. And how.

      “Ras,” she said, standing to face the man.

      He pushed back the hood of his cloak, and his deep gray eyes peered through the night. “How is it that you have already involved yourself in this, shadow born?”

      “I’ve involved myself in nothing.”

      The corners of his eyes twitched slightly. “I find that difficult to believe.”

      Carth glanced toward Guya lying on the ground. He hadn’t moved, and she began to wonder if he would. Had he been injured so badly that he couldn’t move? She’d seen men hurt so severely that their legs no longer worked, and others who couldn’t use their arms after hitting their head.

      “You didn’t tell me you had others like you,” she said.

      “Are there others like you, shadow born?”

      Carth looked over to him. “I don’t know.”

      “No. Perhaps you don’t.” Ras moved past her and checked on Guya, running his hands along the man’s sides, checking first at his neck, then his heart, before examining his head. “Who is this man to you?”

      “No one. A man I followed out here.”

      “Why would you follow someone out here?” Ras asked, standing and dusting his hands on his cloak.

      “I heard something.”

      Ras waited, no emotion on his face.

      “The same sound that brought me away from Odian the night I met you. There was another girl.”

      Ras’s jaw clenched. “Where?”

      Carth motioned back toward the copse of trees. “They’re gone.”

      “What happened to the girl?”

      “I let them take her.”

      Ras blinked and stepped toward her, light briefly blazing before he caught himself. “You let them take her?”

      “I suspect they intend to use her against the Reshian. They wanted to smuggle her to Wesjan.”

      Ras closed his eyes. “You heard this?”

      “I heard enough.”

      “Do you know how?”

      Had she not been in the tavern, sitting there while the men drank, she might not have discovered. “Casks of ale. I think they use casks of ale to hide them. This one”—she motioned to Guya—“is the captain. I don’t think he knows anything about it.”

      “Why didn’t you rescue her? With what you’re capable of, you could have.”

      “You taught me to look for the larger pattern.”

      He frowned, the briefest of expressions.

      “Had I rescued her, I wouldn’t have been able to discover how many others they plan to use. I wouldn’t be able to follow them, and wouldn’t be able to learn what they intend to do with the girls once they bring them to Wesjan.”

      Ras squeezed his hands together. “A dangerous move, shadow born.”

      “A necessary one.”

      Ras inhaled slowly and scanned the night before focusing his attention down the road and toward the docks.

      “Who is she to you?”

      “Nothing more than a piece on the board,” he answered softly. He turned his attention to Carth. “No more than she is to you, I believe.”

      Carth met his eyes. There had to be more to Ras’s involvement, but she didn’t yet know what that might be. “I intend to find a way onto that ship.”

      “You won’t sail south? That is where you were heading, is it not? Didn’t you wish to learn from the Reshian?”

      That had been what she wanted, but now she was no longer certain. “Maybe once it was, but you helped me see that I need to prevent the Hjan from attacking Nyaesh and other cities in the north. I can’t do that by leaving.”

      Ras watched her for a moment. “I will help you carry him back to his ship.”
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* * *

      They struggled together as they carried Guya back to the city. Carth pulled on the shadows, using them to help augment her strength, but Ras exuded something that made it more difficult for her to hold on to them, even if he didn’t seem to have any of the light flowing from him.

      When they reached the outskirts of Odian, Ras tipped his head to her. “This is where I will leave you, shadow born.”

      “You’re not going to help?”

      Ras glanced from Guya to Carth before shaking his head. “There was a time when I searched for another who would be able to challenge me in Tsatsun. I learned from masters of the game, and have played it nearly my entire life. There are techniques that you do not yet know, though I think in time you will come up with them on your own, but you have shown a shrewd mind when you actually engage it.”

      “What does that have to do with your helping?”

      “I think one player is enough for this game. Our objectives would be similar.”

      He started away before pausing and looking back to her. “Remember, shadow born, they will not react the way you expect. Search beyond what seems immediately apparent, and look for ways you can outmaneuver them. This will not be the same game you and I played. When you lose pieces, lives will be lost.”

      Ras watched her for another moment before disappearing as quickly as his home had when she’d left it.

      Guya moaned, pulling her attention away from Ras.

      She lifted him and started carrying him down the street, using the shadows to help. As she did, she wondered how she would get him back on the ship. If she did, how would she get onto the ship? She considered sneaking about, but ships that size didn’t have many places to hide, and she doubted she’d be able to conceal herself well enough to keep the crew from detecting her.

      Yet… she had the answer in her arms.

      Carth stopped and dragged him to the side of the street, moving between a pair of low buildings and hiding them in the shadows. She laid Guya against the building, propping him up so that he appeared to be sitting, and waited for him to wake.

      While waiting, she found some dirt and smudged it above one cheek, trying to make her eyes appear bruised. This was a man who had gone into the night after someone he’d thought injured and in need of help. She could play on his sympathies.

      It took a while for him to come around, but when he did, he blinked and stared dazedly at her. “Who are you?”

      Carth had spent the last hour while watching him trying to prepare for this question. She thought she knew how to answer, but didn’t want to risk him asking too many questions. If she wasn’t careful, she could get caught in a lie.

      “I… I found you on the side of the road,” Carth said. “You were attacked and—”

      “Attacked?” Guya touched his hand to the side of his head, running his fingers over the gash there. He’d need to see a healer, or at least someone with the ability to help him.

      Carth leaned against the opposite wall. She had released the shadows, but held on to the faintest of connection to them, ready for whatever he might attempt. She didn’t think that he was in on whatever Talun had done, but she wasn’t entirely certain, either. It was possible he had conspired with him.

      She smiled inwardly at the realization of how much she had changed. Her confinement had forced her to think through things differently than she had before. Even without realizing she did it, she had begun planning for different ways she might need to react, depending on what she learned from Guya.

      “I found you on the side of the road. I don’t know what happened.”

      Guya started to stand but wobbled and settled himself back to the ground. He blinked, seemingly realizing that it was early morning, with the sun starting to reach the horizon, giving a hint of light along the lower edge of the sky. “What were you doing out so late for you to find me?”

      Carth touched a hand to her dark hair. She still looked young—actually was still young—but she’d experienced enough that she didn’t feel as young as she was. Her answer had to garner her sympathy but not make her appear so weak that he’d think to prey upon her. “Some of the men in the tavern drink too much,” she said. “I had to get one back to his ship before returning.”

      Guya’s eyes narrowed. “Which tavern?”

      Carth had been paying attention to them as she made her way through the streets and picked the name of one that was particularly ribald. “A place called the Crooked Pint.”

      He blinked. “That’s a tough place for a girl like you.”

      “You know it?”

      Had she miscalculated? If he knew the tavern, or was known in the tavern, it would risk her discovery, but the Crooked Pint was far enough off the road running along the docks that she had thought it unlikely that a ship’s captain would have ventured there.

      “Know of it,” he said. “I come through Odian often enough that I get to know most of the taverns.”

      Carth shrugged, her mind working through what he shared. If he came through here often enough to know the taverns, she would have to be careful with what else she shared. “I’m only here because of a mistake.”

      “What kind of mistake?”

      This was the part where Carth had to gamble. In some ways, it was like making a move on the Tsatsun board, not quite certain where the other person would move. “I was taken from my home,” she started, forcing a sob. “I—”

      Guya laughed, a heartier sound than he’d made in quite some time. “You want me to believe you were taken and ended up in Odian?”

      Had she guessed wrong? She’d thought she would be able to play on his sympathies, but maybe she wouldn’t. “I was brought here by ship. There were others with me. When we reached port…”

      “What?”

      “I snuck off.”

      “What ship?”

      Carth suspected that he only tested her, that he wanted only to know if she told the truth, and with this, she could tell the truth. “A big one coming from the north. I think it was called the Levelan.”

      He nodded. “I’ve heard of it.”

      “Then you’d know the captain doesn’t take to well to losing cargo.”

      He laughed again and got to his knees, seemingly testing how much his head still bothered him. “Damn slavers,” he spat. “Not many of them, but there have been more and more.”

      “They were heading… somewhere,” she said, screwing her face up and pretending to try and remember. “Asador, I think. I don’t know much about it, but the man claimed he’d establish a trade route to the north so I could see my family.”

      Carth practically held her breath. She’d thrown in enough detail that it would hopefully appeal to Guya, but not so much that he would be able to recognize anything.

      “What was his name?”

      “I… I don’t want to say.”

      Guya frowned. “Why?”

      “You’re a merchant, aren’t you? I mean, you have the dress of a sailor and you’ve mentioned that you knew the Levelan, so I assumed that you were.”

      “I’m captain of the Goth Spald,” Guya said.

      Carth almost laughed, but decided that might not fit with the person she attempted to portray. The name of the ship was slang for something quite disgusting. Did he know?

      “I don’t know where you’re headed, and don’t want to go to this Asador.”

      Guya shook his head. “I’m not heading for Asador, so your secret is safe with me.”

      Carth sighed and forced her face to look relieved. “That’s good.” She stood and started to scoot down the alley. “Now that I know that you’re not harmed, I’ve got to get back to the tavern before they think I’ve run off. I saw what happened to the last girl who did…” She shook her head and ran her fingers through her hair, trying to make herself look even younger. If he noticed the sheathed knife, he might not believe her, so she shifted her hips. “Most days I wish I would never have been taken from Bathsa.” She made a point of throwing out a name of a place in the north, one that she knew enough about were he to question her. “My parents must be worried terribly about me.”

      She slipped out of the alley and started down the road, careful to keep a measured pace. When she neared the road where she’d have to turn to get to the Crooked Pint, she heard the sound of someone behind her. As much as she wanted to turn and make sure that she wouldn’t be attacked, she didn’t risk it.

      Guya grabbed her by the sleeve and spun her around. Carth pulled on a sliver of shadows, trying to use only the slightest bit of them as she attempted to make the dirt she’d smudged on her face appear more like a bruise.

      “You don’t have to return to the Crooked Pint,” he said.

      Carth backed away from him, feigning looking around nervously. “I do. They give me a place to stay and food. It’s not much, but it’s better than some I’ve seen. I… I don’t want to be out on the street again. I’ve heard what happens to some of those girls.” She closed her eyes, peering through her lids at him. “I can hear them sometimes in the night. I don’t want to be one they smuggle out of here.”

      Guya’s eyes widened slightly. “Never knew they did that here.”

      She bobbed her head quickly. “They do. At least the Crooked Pint is someplace.”

      A pained expression crossed Guya’s face before fading as it appeared he came to a decision. “Listen, as I said, I have a ship. She’s not the biggest on the sea, but she’s fast enough and I’m headed near enough to Bathsa. I could take you back home.”

      She looked at him, trying to make it appear as if hope appeared in her eyes. “I don’t have anything to pay you,” she said.

      “You know how to cook?”

      “Some.”

      Guya snorted. “That’s more than most of my crew. I can get you away from Odian, and at least back to the north. From there, you can make your way to Bathsa. Who knows, I even might be able to find you a transport there as well.”

      Carth looked around with uncertainty before turning back to him and nodding.
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      The winds gusted out of the north, pushing the sails. They carried a bitterness to them, and a cold bite she didn’t remember from the journey south. Had she been using her abilities when she traveled, trying to keep herself warm? She didn’t think so. More likely was that Jhon had mostly confined her to the room, trying to teach her what he thought he could, which had protected her in ways the Goth Spald did not.

      The ship rocked beneath the waves with more force than the Levelan had as well. She nearly fell overboard the first few times she stood at the bow, looking out at the sea as the ship sailed through the rolling swells. Her stomach lurched, but she managed to keep from throwing up. She wondered how the sailors would take it if she didn’t succeed.

      “You have managed well,” Talun said. The thin man leaned on the railing, peering down at the sea. He rolled with the changing currents, not seeming bothered by the way the ship surged beneath him. Occasional spray would splash him in the face, and he did nothing to wipe it away.

      Talun turned out to be the first mate, which she should have suspected given the close connection he and Guya had seemed to have in the tavern. He had introduced himself when she’d come on board, and sought answers about why Guya would let her travel with them, but the captain hadn’t provided any.

      “It’s not my first time on a ship.”

      “No? You were in Odian. Was there a reason you were there?”

      “I escaped.”

      He glanced over to her, one brow cocked more than the other. “Escaped?”

      She nodded and looked around, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Slavers. They took me from my home. I managed to get off the ship in Odian, and…” She let his mind work through the rest. While they sailed, she would need to know more about what Talun had planned, but first she had to know all that he would risk. She suspected she could discover it, but she’d have to do so carefully. There was no reason for her to be in the hold—not yet. But she would find a way, and learn if there was anything to the fact that he had captured the girl she’d seen.

      “Slavers.” Talun spat into the sea as he said it. “That’s why he brought you aboard. Thinks he’ll return you to your home.”

      “I hope he does,” she said softly. “I’ve… I’ve been hurt enough. All I want is to make it home. I want to see my mother, and my sister, and my…” She sighed, hoping that he saw her as frail and weak. Let him believe that she could do anything other than protect herself.

      “You haven’t told me your name,” Talun said.

      “Anisa,” Carth answered carefully. It was the name she’d given to the captain, one that would be common enough in the south, and one that wouldn’t open her to other questions.

      Footsteps thudded across the deck and Carth looked back to see Guya approaching. He had thick arms that strained against the thin shirt he wore. A simple tattoo adorned his neck, looking more like a permanent sort of jewelry. His dark eyes glanced from Carth to Talun.

      “Keep us pointing toward Pog,” he told Talun. “I think we’ll need to dock for supplies before we head onward for Wesjan.”

      Talun glanced to Carth before nodding. “Of course. I was just talking to Anisa”—he said her name in such a way that Carth suspected he knew it was made up—“and she was telling me that slavers brought her here.”

      “You know what’s been coming out of ports like Nyaesh,” Guya said.

      “I know the stories about what’s been coming out. Now whether I believe them…”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she noted him watching her.

      She already feared missing something with Talun, but this… this made it clear that he might be truly dangerous rather than only brutal. He gauged her reaction. If she didn’t react enough, then he’d know that she lied about the slavers. If she overreacted, that would be equally bad. How could she convince him of her intent?

      Unless she didn’t worry about it at all. Change the topic, or better yet, distract him with something else.

      “The seas were rough when they brought me. If it weren’t for the fact that we were stuck in Odian as long as we were…”

      The two men glanced at each other. “How long were you in port?” Guya asked.

      “Nearly two weeks before I managed to escape. I don’t know how long the ship was there.”

      Guya nodded slowly. “That ship left Odian about two weeks before we came.”

      And they had been in port for nearly a week. Three weeks, which meant that Jhon would have left Odian about one week—maybe more—after her capture.

      What must he have thought about her disappearance? Did they worry about what had happened or did they not even care?

      “You don’t know that it’s the same,” Talun said.

      “If it is—”

      Talun glanced toward the deck before looking back to Guya. Carth barely noticed it. Had she not been attuned to the fact that he hid something—and maybe more than she realized at first—she might have missed it. Did he look toward the hold, where the girl—or maybe more—was hidden?

      “Then we need to be careful, Guya. The stories that have come south…”

      Guya glanced to Carth and nodded. “Maybe Anisa should get below deck again. The wind is picking up.”

      Carth briefly looked to the sea before nodding. She’d agreed to do what she needed to help, and as far as Guya was concerned, that meant that she would cook and keep the others as well as possible. With her knowledge of herbs—as slight as it might be—the sailors would value what she knew.

      As she headed below, she tried to listen to their conversation, but without pulling on the shadows and risking them detecting what she did, she didn’t have any way of hearing them well.
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* * *

      A single covered lantern hung beneath the ship. It glowed softly, leaving most of the space darkened in shadows, not that she minded. Carth used them, less afraid here, and wrapped herself in the dark.

      Carth found below deck to have a foul odor, one that she hadn’t noted on the Levelan. It was a mixture of filth, one that filled her nose and she couldn’t shake free. There was something else with it, a hint of sweetness, one that she had detected before. She still hadn’t found where they’d hidden the girl—girls, more likely. She’d thought it in casks of ale, but that hadn’t proven to be the case.

      The shadows swirled around her, a welcome cloak that she stayed within, holding them against her so that she could hide. Wrapped in the shadows, she listened, fearful that Talun or one of the other crew might hear her, but so far they had not.

      During her time on the Goth Spald, she had met a few of the crew, but never shared with them the same conversations she once had with Tessa or Adam. Thinking of them, she wondered, did they miss her the way she missed them? Did they think of her, wondering what had happened, or had they given up as they continued their trip south, where Jhon would meet up with the others he aligned with? There were times when she lamented the fact that she had lost contact with them, but returning to the north—and learning whether there was anything she could do that would help stop the Hjan—was worth the hardship.

      How had she believed that she could simply leave? She might not have had a single home while growing up, but weren’t all the places she had visited her home in some way? Should she not value that, and try to protect what she could?

      A sound caught her attention.

      Carth hovered in the shadows, pressing her back against one of the walls of the hold. What had she heard? There was a scraping quality to it, one that reminded her of something dragged across the ground, but she saw nothing that would make her think there was anything else here.

      A light flickered on.

      Carth held her breath.

      She might be cloaked, but would she be strong enough to hold the shadows in place so that whoever was down in the hold would miss the fact that she was here? Would the shadows appear unnatural? That was a risk as much as discovery, one that would allow whoever was here to know that something was amiss.

      “What do you see?”

      The voice hissed in the darkness, the sound like the boat creaking against the waves.

      “Thought I saw someone coming down here.”

      Carth recognized Talun’s voice. Somehow, she didn’t see him. Either he was obscured by another power—and she had seen the light do that for Ras, so she wondered if maybe that might be the answer—or he remained low enough that she just hadn’t seen him.

      Light surged, pressing against the shadows.

      Carth had her answer.

      She hadn’t expected to find someone else like Ras here, but then, how else would he control the girl, especially if she really did have some ability with the light?

      “See? There’s nothing.”

      Carth clung to the shadows, even as she felt the pressure of the light against her. Whoever used it—and she wasn’t sure that it was Talun based on the comment—had some strength, but not quite as much as what Ras had possessed.

      She shifted her focus to the A’ras magic, using the anxiety fluttering her heart to help her reach the steady burning within her blood. Since getting free of Ras, she hadn’t attempted the A’ras magic, hadn’t reached for the flames, but she needed to now, if only to reassure herself that if they managed to press away her ability with the shadows, she had another option.

      Only… that was the wrong way of thinking, wasn’t it? That had been what Ras had tried to show her—that she didn’t need the A’ras flame or the shadow gift in order to find a way to victory.

      Carth still held on to her connection, hesitating to do anything more than what she had.

      “Where are they?”

      “As I told you, they are secured.”

      “Secured. You also told me that you would be captain by now.”

      Talun grunted softly. “That is something I have less control over. I tried to eliminate him, but your men were too noisy with her.”

      Had Talun intended for Guya to die? She had thought he had shown compassion, wanting only to incapacitate him, but what if that hadn’t been the case? Guya was a strong man and might survive something that would kill a lesser man.

      “It is fortunate that you found another way to conceal the cargo.”

      “With the way you appear, why do we need to do this at all?” Talun asked.

      Appear. That sounded too much like what the Hjan did.

      Carth took a small step forward, dragging the shadows with her. It risked them noticing her, but if the Hjan could control the light, then she needed to know it, and she needed to know whether Talun worked with them.

      She reached a point where the light pushed on her again, and she dared not go any further. Doing so risked exposing herself, and losing the connection to the shadows. What she needed was knowledge.

      She had to think about it as if she were playing a game of Tsatsun. Were she playing, this would be a time when she would try maneuvering pieces around the board to gauge how her opponent would react, only this time, the pieces she might move included herself.

      “My strength is not in traveling with another,” the man said.

      “What are your strengths, Marlin?”

      Light surged for a moment.

      Carth dropped to the ground, curling into a ball so that the shadows would hopefully protect her even as she barely managed to remain hidden from the surge of light. She didn’t understand the magic and realized now that she should have questioned Ras more about it, but whatever this Marlin possessed was very potent. How had she ever believed that he wasn’t strong?

      “There are many paths to power, Talun. If you succeed with what you promised, you will learn what they are.”

      Carth understood now. Talun wanted to be one of the Hjan, and whatever he did now would help facilitate that.

      She had known there would be others of the Hjan, and while playing as them on the Tsatsun board, she could tell that they would throw themselves at whatever their target might be, but she hadn’t given as much thought to why men would be drawn to the Hjan, though the answer was obvious: power. She had seen it in Nyaesh, just as she saw it now. Those without any natural power would be drawn to those who claimed the ability to grant it.

      “As I said, the cargo is intact.”

      “How many?”

      “Only five this time. Will that be enough?” There was a certain longing in his voice.

      “That will help.”

      “Will it be enough?”

      The Hjan chuckled. “If you succeed in bringing them where we agreed, it will be enough. You will be given your gift.”

      The light flashed out.

      Not flashed, Carth decided as a familiar nausea rolled through her; flickered. And the Hjan was gone.
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      Carth rested on her bunk, trying to make as little noise as possible. Even here, with the sea sending the ship swaying from side to side, she heard a steady groaning that she couldn’t quite convince herself came from the wood heaving beneath the waves.

      She hadn’t managed to find Talun’s “cargo.” The girls would be here, and the ship was not large enough for them to hide, but so far, she hadn’t managed to find anything.

      She didn’t know how much more time she had. When they reached Wesjan, either she would have to reveal herself, or she would have to follow Talun as he attempted to make the exchange. A part of her considered revealing to Guya what she knew, but she wondered if he would believe her. Were she in his place, she didn’t know that she would believe.

      No… she had to find where the girls might be held. They were on the ship—that much she did know. And likely with the casks of ale, but those she’d checked had been what they were supposed to be. The only rooms she hadn’t checked had been the sailors’ quarters, and she couldn’t easily get in there.

      Carth jumped down from the bunk, pulling on the shadows as she did and holding them in such a way that they concealed her landing. She padded out of the room, ignoring the three other of the crew still resting. They would be no help. The crew she had approached, trying to get to know them, would all clearly side with Talun. Some of them, she suspected, would side with him over Guya. That answered the question of what would have happened had Guya actually died while on the shore. She had hoped that the crew wouldn’t have responded to Talun, but they all seemed to respect him.

      A steady tapping came from above her, and Carth made her way up the stairs at the end of the narrow hall that led up to the deck. There, under the light of the moon, she realized that the ship was pulling into a port.

      Lights glowed in a way that reminded her of Odian or of Nyaesh, and she wondered if they had reached Wesjan. If so, then she would be too late to do anything other than follow Talun.

      The ship eased toward the dock just as a powerful wave crashed against its side, sending her skittering across the deck and slamming into the railing. She held on to it tightly, trying to keep from going over and into the water.

      The sudden change forced her to use the shadows. Without really meaning to, she pulled on strength from the shadows as she hit the railing. Momentum carried her up and over the edge and into the air. Carth held on to her connection, letting the shadows carry her into the night.

      Wind whipped around her, and she held her breath, trying not to react too much, but steeling herself for the landing.

      She splashed into water.

      Her breath burst from her lungs and she kicked.

      The current here was faster than she had expected, explaining how the ship had slammed into the dock. She had always been a strong swimmer, and she immediately began kicking, splashing more loudly than she thought made sense.

      Carth caught herself, calming her mind. She couldn’t make too much noise. There would be those on the ship who would recognize the sounds. They might search and attempt to help her, but she wasn’t convinced that they all would, and she didn’t want to get caught by Talun. If she did, she might need to do something that would expose her.

      Carth popped her head above the water and peered around her.

      The port city glowed in the distance. The current had dragged her away from the city, pulling her much farther than she would have expected. She didn’t see anything that would be the Goth Spald.

      She started swimming toward the shore, using the shadows to strengthen her as she did. With each stroke, she came closer. When she finally reached the shore, she crawled onto a pile of slimy rock and rested her head back, her lungs burning and her arms and legs tired from the effort. Without her connection to the shadows, she doubted she would have survived the swim.

      Carth took a moment to get her bearings. The city was lit up in the distance, but close enough that she could see movement. She didn’t hear anything from it, nothing but the steady crashing of waves, a sound she had become all too familiar with.

      Surveying the water, she found a pair of dark vessels near the port. One moved away from the port, and the other shadowed it. The shape of the first ship reminded her of the Goth Spald, but why would it go back out to sea, especially after only just coming in? Guya wanted supplies to finish the crossing to Wesjan, and he intended to obtain them here.

      A soft splash followed by something that she thought might be a shout drifted to her ears.

      Carth hesitated, thinking about what she might have heard. It was probably nothing more than a fish. They could be noisy enough, and there were certainly enough along here. The crew had caught dozens of dapplebass and cod, making for a surprisingly tasty option when she cooked.

      The splashing continued.

      That wasn’t the sound of fish. It was the sound of a struggle.

      Carth stood, holding on to the shadows, unmindful of the fact that she might be outlined against the city where she stood. She strained to see into the night, but even holding on to her shadows, she couldn’t see anything clearly enough to know what she’d heard.

      Maybe it really was nothing more than a fish.

      As much as she wanted to believe that, she didn’t think it likely. The splashing was too regular, though it was different than the current lapping at the shore.

      She tried to ignore it, but she couldn’t. She had to know what it was.

      Carth waded back into the water. With the shadows, she at least had the renewed strength that helped, but how long would that hold out? Would she be able to swim out to where she thought she’d heard the sound? Even if she did, there was no guarantee that it was anything. What if she succeeded, only to find herself stranded?

      The shadows would help her.

      Carth swam into the sea, pulling with steady strokes as she swam toward the sound. As she swam, the splashing became clearer. There was no question about what she heard. Someone had fallen overboard.

      She neared where she should find the splashing, but the sound was gone.

      Carth treaded water, listening for what had brought her out here, anything, but there was nothing.

      She took a deep breath, breathing in the shadows and using that connection to part the darkness. It didn’t work perfectly, but it took some of the edge off of the shadows, enough that she could see through them. Now she saw only the steady waves of the sea, and nothing more.

      Would it work underwater?

      Taking another deep breath, she dove.

      The salt burned her eyes as she tried to see anything. There was nothing there.

      Carth reached the surface again and took another breath. Diving once more, she searched beneath her. The water had a translucency to it, and the longer she held her breath, the more she was able to see, almost as if the water took on a soft glow.

      That wasn’t quite right. The longer she remained underwater, the more she sent the A’ras flame into the water, using that to help her pierce the darkness.

      Light bloomed around her, bright enough now for her to see.

      Fish swam away from her, great schools deep below her.

      Carth turned, her breath burning against her lungs. As she began to think she wouldn’t find anything, a dark form loomed in the distance, not moving the same way the fish did.

      She needed to take a breath, but she feared that if she did, she’d lose sight of the person.

      Kicking herself forward, she prayed she would have enough breath remaining to reach them.

      Each stroke carried her closer, and by the time she did reach the person, she could barely hold what remained of her breath. She didn’t dare let it out; if she did, she knew she would suck in a mouthful of seawater, and then there would be two bodies floating.

      Pulling from reserves she didn’t know she had, she grabbed at the person’s shirt and yanked as she started kicking toward the surface. If this didn’t work, she’d have to try again, but she didn’t know if she would have the strength.

      Carrying another with her, especially as weakened as she was, was difficult, but each kick carried her closer to the surface. Carth’s vision began to fade. If she didn’t reach the surface soon, she’d black out.

      She pulled on the shadows within the water, trying to reach the flame as well. There was a momentary burst of strength. She held on to that and kicked again, this time with more strength.

      Her head pierced the surface and she took a gasping breath.

      Her heart raced and it took a few moments for her vision to clear so that she could see where she was. She had no idea how far out from shore that she was, or even which direction she would need to go. Reaching for this person had disoriented her.

      She kept his head above the surface of the water and rolled him over. With a gasp, she realized it was Guya.

      Carth scanned the night, searching for the Goth Spald, but the ship was gone. Talun had wanted to remove Guya from his place as captain, and now it seemed that he had.

      Carth tried pushing on his stomach, forcing the water from him, but bobbing as they did in the water, it was difficult for her to get the necessary leverage. She tried again, and this time, she held on to his hands and used her feet to push against his stomach. Water spewed from his mouth, and he took a shallow breath, then a deeper one. With each passing moment, he breathed deeper. He still didn’t open his eyes, and she knew that was a problem, but at least he lived. Talun hadn’t succeeded in that.

      A distant cluster of lights burned far from her and she started toward it, not knowing whether it was the city, or some ship that might be moving away from her. She had no choice but to swim toward it. At least she had the strength of the shadows, and with that, she might be able to reach it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Carth lost track of how long she had been swimming. Had it been hours? In that time, Guya still hadn’t woken, and she dragged him with her, switching arms supporting him so that they didn’t get too fatigued. The shore loomed closer; by now, she was convinced that it was the shore and not some ship that taunted her with how close it could be, but always moving away.

      She hadn’t worked out what she would tell Guya when he came around. If he came around. Did she admit that she had swum out to him? Maybe she could convince him that she had heard him go overboard and had gone after him, but if she did that, she would need to be ready for the questions about what she had seen, and how he had gone over.

      She couldn’t worry about that now. For now, she had to find a way to get them back to shore.

      The longer she swam, the more she felt an overwhelming fatigue. She paused often, but the more breaks she took, the harder it became for her to resume swimming. After a while, Carth stopped taking the breaks, preferring to swim slower. If only Guya would wake up and assist her, but the damned shadow-forgotten man remained deadweight. Not dead, though, at least not yet. She hoped she could get them back to shore, where she could work on figuring out a way to help him.

      Only then could she begin thinking about the other thing that she needed to do. Somehow she would have to get on another ship. It didn’t matter what Guya chose to do, but what happened to those girls on the Goth Spald was on her, especially as she had made the choice to do nothing for them, instead choosing to use them as a piece in her larger game.

      Carth cursed herself.

      Ras had warned her; they weren’t pieces in a game. Real lives were at stake and she was responsible for what happened to them. Even that wasn’t the only reason that she needed to get to them. They were still part of a larger play, though she didn’t know what it was. She needed to find out what the Hjan intended, but she had to take possession of a ship.

      Rocks loomed in front of her, and the current shifted, now slamming her toward the shore. Carth tried to keep them from hitting it too hard, but the waves slammed them into the rock.

      She tensed up as she hit. The wind was knocked from her, the same as when she had landed in the water the first time. Guya grunted and started moving, as if the collision with the rock had finally jarred him awake.

      She dragged him up to the top of the rock with the last of her strength. Once there, she flopped onto her back and simply rested. Her body ached, and she didn’t think she could do anything more. It was a damn miracle she’d made it this far. There had been a time when she’d thought that she would drown, or that she would lose Guya and neither of them would make it.

      “Anisa?” he said with a cough.

      Carth rolled toward him. “You’re awake.”

      Guya coughed again and sat up. He took in the fact that they were on the rocky shore and that the port was nearby in a slow glance, and then he looked back to her. “How?”

      Carth should have planned her answer better, but she didn’t have one yet, not that would take away questions… and maybe that wasn’t as much of an issue as she thought. Would it matter if she told Guya the truth, especially now that she knew what she did? She could play on his desire to help, though how would he react, knowing that she’d lied to him? Not well, she suspected.

      She had to find a different solution, one that wouldn’t risk his anger too much, but one where he would still be compelled to help.

      “You went overboard,” she said.

      “I’m aware that I went overboard. Damn Talun thought he could take my ship? When I catch up to him—”

      “He smuggled something on board. I… I overheard him talking with someone. They have some girls there.”

      Guya frowned and rubbed at his eyes. “Not possible to smuggle on the Spald. Ship is too compact for him to keep me from knowing.”

      “I don’t know how he did it, but I know what I heard.”

      Guya stared out at the water and was silent for a while. “How did you reach me? I should be dead.”

      There was no getting around that. By all rights, he should have been dead. Had she not reached him, he would have been dead.

      Guya turned and watched her, as if waiting for her answer. Carth knew that whatever she told him now would have to be close enough to the truth that it would deflect more questions.

      “I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

      “I know.”

      “You know?”

      “If you could swim out to me, there’s something you’re not telling me. Don’t know what it is, but I’d like to.”

      “My family is…” She almost told him that she was from Ih-lash, and admitted the truth of her heritage, but there was another option, one that, as she processed the possibilities, she decided would make more sense and allay the agitation that he might have. “Reshian,” she finished.

      She waited to see how he would react.

      “Reshian,” Guya said carefully. He backed away from her, considering her with a hard glint to his eyes. He was a strong man, and if he decided to resort to violence, she would be forced to use either the shadows or her connection to the A’ras flame. Or both.

      “You’ve heard of them.”

      Guya nodded. “Heard of them. I understand the war they’ve entered and want no part in it. Still doesn’t explain how you were able to reach me, Anisa. A swim like that—even under the best conditions, and this was at night and far from the best conditions—is possible only for a few men.”

      Carth almost smiled before she remembered she was supposed to be acting worried about his response. “Some among the Reshian have… talents.”

      “Talents. Like superhuman strength? I’ve heard of magic in the world, but what you’re describing isn’t possible for a girl.”

      Carth sighed. She didn’t want to argue with him, mostly because it wasn’t important to what she wanted to achieve, and that was getting his help in finding a way across the sea and to Wesjan. She might be able to do it on her own, but she thought it would be easier with his help, especially as a slighted captain might be able to drum up more sympathy than someone who looked as young as she often did.

      “I don’t have any more strength than you, but stamina… that’s a different story. That’s how I was able to swim out to you and pull you to shore. It doesn’t change the fact that I need to get back to Bathsa. I need your help with that.”

      “Maybe you haven’t seen, but I don’t have a ship. Damn Talun made certain to take that. Can’t believe he got that many of the crew to help.”

      “Don’t you want to get your ship back?”

      Guya glared at her. “Of course I do, and I will, but it will take me time to get back there.” He sighed. “Might not be fast enough, especially if he turns away from Wesjan. He could take the Spald anywhere. Then I wouldn’t find her again.”

      “I heard him. He’s still going to Wesjan.”

      “Not if what you heard was true, Anisa. If he did somehow manage to smuggle girls onto my ship”—his tone made it clear how unlikely that he thought that possibility—“then he wouldn’t go to Wesjan. There’s no market there. Not for slaves. He’d be better off going back to Odian. Least there he can make a few trades, and might even find a way to negotiate for a better deal than he would in some of the other places he could go. No, he’s not going to Wesjan if he’s decided to get into slaving.” He slapped his hands down on the rock next to him and swore softly. “Worst part is, the Spald would make a good slaving ship. Fast and easy to obscure. That’s probably why he wanted it.”

      “Captain Guya,” she said, throwing in his title in the hopes of coaxing him a little more, “I don’t think he’s going to Odian. There’s something in Wesjan. He has a partner there. That’s what I overheard.”

      He shook his head. “Even if he is, nothing we can do to get us there. Need a ship.”

      Carth closed her eyes. She had thought Guya would be able to help, but if he wouldn’t, she might have to take a different tack, shift the way she played. “What if I can get you one?”
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      Another tavern, though Carth thought this one had more of the feeling of the Wounded Lyre rather than what Guya had described the Crooked Pint as being like. Tables were spaced widely enough that they weren’t crowded next to each other, and the food within the tavern had a savory aroma, one that filled her nose and left her mouthwatering, reminding her of Vera’s cooking. It had been too long since she’d had quality cooking like that, long enough that the scents of the tavern not only reminded her of her hunger, but of those she no longer had in her life.

      Faces flashed before her, those of Vera and Hal, Kel and even Etan, though he had never been particularly kind to her. She’d never played Tsatsun as any of them and didn’t know if they could have offered her much, other than a different perspective than the one she normally would have played.

      “This the kind of place you wanted?” Guya asked.

      Carth shrugged. “Maybe not quite like this. This might be a little too nice for what I need.”

      “Ah, all the taverns look like this here in Pog. They might look nice, but they’re no different than what you’ll find anywhere else. Same sort of seedy characters.”

      “It’s not the seedy kind that I want to find.”

      What she’d asked was for him to search for a tavern where she could gamble. If she could find the right man, she thought she could come up with a way to play them back to Wesjan, though she saw no one here that made it seem likely.

      “Still can’t believe that you’d know gaming, Anisa,” Guya said as they took a seat at a table at the opposite end of the barroom from the kitchen. Carth wanted to sit closer, but there were no closer seats.

      “I told you I spent time at the Crooked Pint,” she said. Though that was a lie, she had spent enough time at the Wounded Lyre to know the typical sort of gambles that took place in taverns. If she earned enough coin, or—perhaps better—if she managed to get the right person deep enough in debt, they would have their transportation.

      “There’s not that kind of gaming done here.”

      “So long as it’s close,” she said.

      She scanned the people in the tavern. Most appeared to be from anywhere but Pog. There was dress from all over, and none of it the same. Those who sat together were likely crew who worked together, all drinking and gaming. That wouldn’t do for what she needed; she would need to separate them, even if for a little while, so she could begin gaming with them.

      A pair of men diced at a nearby table. Not a game of skill, but there might be a way to influence the odds, especially if she risked using the shadows or even the A’ras flame. Another table had men playing a card game, but it was one she didn’t know. She’d have to pay attention to it and see if there was anything that she could learn. Another group of men near the back of the tavern were hunched over the table and occasionally glanced up conspiratorially.

      “Do you have any coin?” she asked.

      Guya touched his pockets. “How would I have any coin? Damn, girl, but anything I might have had would have washed out of my purse when I was thrown overboard. The bastards probably stole what I had anyway.”

      Carth shook her head. She shouldn’t have asked, but she also didn’t want to run through this tavern and collect scraps. It was too open, so that whoever might be here, and whoever she might grab coins from, would be more likely to notice her.

      Only… if she didn’t do anything, she wouldn’t have a place to start. There weren’t many gamers willing to let another join them without any money at all.

      She stood and started toward a table where several men sat closer together. Not optimal, but it would have to do.

      “Where are you going?” Guya asked.

      “To get coin.”

      When she reached the men at the table, she pretended to stumble, and as she did, her hand dipped into the best-dressed man’s pocket and back out. She’d guessed right, and he had a heavy purse that she palmed.

      Carth made little effort to catch herself as she sprawled across the floor. The men barely looked over at her, seemingly unmindful that she had fallen and not at all concerned about whether she was injured. At least she’d chosen well and didn’t feel at all guilty about taking from him.

      As she dusted herself off and pocketed the purse, she realized that a man at the corner table appeared to be watching her. He was one of the men who had been bent over the table when she’d looked over at them. She turned, trying to hide the fact that she had anything in her hands.

      When she returned to their table, Guya shook his head. “What was that about?”

      She pulled the purse out and shook the contents onto the table. A few coppers, three silver coins, and—tucked behind a fold of leather—a single gold. It would have been a decent collection when she worked Nyaesh, one that would have kept her from needing to collect scraps for several weeks and still given her enough to spend as unwisely as she wanted.

      Carth hadn’t known how Guya would react, and as he eyed the coins, he only shook his head, finally barking out a laugh. “I think you haven’t told me everything about yourself, Anisa.”

      “Do you want your ship back or not?”

      His laughter faded and his flat eyes carried a hard edge to them. “Yes. I want my ship back.”

      “Then you’ll have to let me play.”

      Carth took the silvers and coppers, pocketing the gold coin so that she had something in the event that she needed more than the silvers. She wouldn’t, at least not at first, but she might need it depending on how they had to find a way onto a ship. With a gold, she wondered if she might have enough to buy their passage, but doubted it would be enough for both herself and Guya, and she wasn’t about to leave him behind.

      She stopped at the table with the men dicing. This would be how she’d start. If she could get in dicing, then from here she could figure out what the card game might be, and maybe hear enough about who else here could help her.

      “Go away, girl,” a man with reddened eyes and long, dirty brown hair said. He had a hint of scruff on his face, enough that it made him look slightly older than he probably was. He wouldn’t be a high-ranking crewman on any ship, but he might know some gossip, if nothing else.

      “I just want to dice.”

      “Said go away.”

      The other man at the table was a little older, with a fuller face and a bit of a paunch straining at his shirt. He leered at Carth briefly before lifting the dice and sending them skittering across the table.

      “You don’t dice for money? Where’s the fun in that?” Carth said, trying to sound as affronted as possible. She’d seen men act like that at the Lyre before and decided to take on that persona, if only to help get her playing.

      “We gamble, but nothing you could afford, so go back to your table.”

      Carth flipped one of the silvers in her fingers, flashing it enough that the younger of the two would see it. “That’s fine. Maybe you don’t have the kind of game I want to get into anyway.”

      She started away, turning back to Guya. His brow creased as he watched her, and his head tipped to the side as if seeing her for the first time. There was no way of getting around that, especially as she needed to play different roles if she really intended to get them back to the north, and as quickly as possible.

      One of the men snickered—probably the older one, she decided. They likely thought they would be able to take the silvers off of her. Carth had no intention of letting them win more than a single round.

      “Girl!”

      Carth turned slowly, making a show of annoyance. “Yeah?”

      “Maybe we were too quick.” His gaze darted around the tavern. “This kind of place gets all different kinds, you know? Most of the time they don’t really want to dice.”

      “What do they want?” Carth asked.

      The two men glanced at each other and the older one shook his head. A surge of nausea washed over her. She knew exactly what they hoped she would have approached them for.

      “Doesn’t matter. Do you really want to dice?”

      She glanced back to Guya. “Well, my father might not want me to.”

      They looked past her and to Guya. The coloring of the older one faded a little, and he gripped the dice more tightly than he had before.

      “What do you say, Father? Can I play?”

      Guya blinked before nodding and waving a hand, falling into the role more quickly than she would have expected from him. “I’m going to sit here and have some ale,” he said.

      Carth flipped him a silver, which he caught out of the air, before turning back to the men. She pulled a seat up and set the single silver on the table. It was enough to buy in, but might not be enough to stay in.

      The two men each set a coin out and joined hers.

      “Northern rules?” Carth asked, scooping the dice and shaking them.

      The older man’s mouth pinched and a worry line creased his brow. The younger man nodded quickly. “Northern rules are fine. Not much different than southern anyway.”

      Carth wasn’t really sure how different they would have been, but needed to know which way to influence the dice when she played. Northern rules involved dicing toward a specific score and let the dicer exclude a single die if it didn’t play well with the intended roll. It made it a game of chance, but left an element of skill to it as well. In Nyaesh, many preferred dicing to other games simply because there was an element of chance rather than giving one person who was most skilled the opportunity to outplay everyone else.

      Carth had diced often enough, though she’d used it as a way to bide her time, not because of any real interest in the game. None of the games played in the Lyre had ever drawn her attention. They didn’t have the same challenges she sought, not like what she’d found with Tsatsun. Strange that she would cross the sea to discover a game that she would find not only enjoyable, but also useful in helping her to devise different strategies.

      She rolled the dice, and they went skittering across the table. As they did, she linked the shadows to the five and six, forcing them both to come face up. “Looks like a lucky way to start,” she said.

      The other men grabbed the dice, and each took a turn.

      They played until she became the first to fifty.

      Carth scooped the coins off the table and into her pocket.

      She started to stand, but both men placed another silver onto the table. “You’re only playing one?” the younger man asked.

      She shrugged. “You boys aren’t all that talkative. Thought I might find a table where they were.”

      The older man chuckled. “What kind of things would you like us talking about that won’t offend you?”

      “I’m the daughter of the captain of the Goth Spald, one of the fastest ships on the sea. I think I’ve heard it all before. Not much you’re going to say that will offend.”

      The men shook their heads. The younger man scooped the dice and shook them more vigorously than necessary before tossing them across the table. They came up three and five. Not a bad roll, but not a good way to start.

      Carth looked around her, partly wishing that she could play cards at the other table, or maybe even find out what the men in the far corner were doing, but that meant that she would have to draw their attention. Dicing might be a way to get them to notice her, and at least get them interested in letting her join them.

      “You going to play?”

      Carth realized that both had tossed for their turn and now waited on her.

      She grinned and scooped the dice. Now that she’d won the first round, she didn’t have the same need to force the dice to land in any particular way, at least not until it got a little farther along in the gaming.

      Her toss came up two sixes. A good toss, and one that risked angering them, especially if she happened to have too much luck. So far she hadn’t, but she had to mix it up a little. She shrugged and tipped her head. “Lucky toss.”

      “You seem to have a few of those.”

      “More than you, at least, Rosh.” The younger man leaned back from the table as he picked up the dice again. “Can’t accuse the girl of cheating. It’s our dice, you fool!”

      Rosh narrowed his eyes to slits. “Not saying she cheats, you dummy. Saying she has luck. Better than you at least, Pade.”

      Pade shrugged. “It’s not all about the way you toss the dice, though, is it? There’s something to be said about how you use it.” He shifted on his chair and rolled the dice again. They came up a pair of ones. “Bah! Watcher’s Eyes. Maybe it is bad luck when it comes to me.”

      Rosh grinned. “Damn right.” He shook out his dice and they came up one and three. “Not much better for me, I’m afraid.”

      “Luck don’t matter soon,” Pade said. Rosh shot him a hard look and Pade only shrugged. “It won’t and you know it.”

      Carth watched the interaction between them and forced a smile. “You have some insight about something that can get you past luck?”

      Rosh shook his head. “Balgar knows there ain’t nothing that gets a man beyond luck, girl.”

      At least she had a sense of where they were from. Balgar wasn’t one of the northern gods, but not one of the southern gods either. She’d heard of him, but mostly because Balgar was known as an island god of fire.

      Which island would they be from? The entire coast of the northern continents was ringed by small volcanic islands. Most weren’t livable, but there were a few large enough, though they were the exception. All of the islands were far enough from the mainland that they were difficult to reach, and then there were rough rocks all around them that made navigating into shore difficult.

      “Sounds like you have something planned,” she said.

      “Only because Pade is too dumb to keep his mouth shut.” Rosh shot him a hard glare before turning back to Carth. “Let’s be done with this game, why don’t we?”

      They played the game out, and Carth won, even without needing to use her abilities. As she did, she watched the other two men. She’d been thinking that she would need to find another group to gather more information, and she still might, but the offhanded comment made her wonder if there might be more here than she had realized. If nothing else, it intrigued her.

      The other two got up, leaving a stack of silver in front of her, before they headed to the door. The men in the back of the tavern watched them leave, and Carth sat there, curious about whether there was something more that she was missing, all while feeling that she had still failed at the one thing she needed to accomplish.
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      “I thought you said you were going to get us a ride?” Guya crossed his muscular arms over his chest and stared at the water. What did he see when he peered into the darkness? As long as Carth held on to the connection to the shadows, she was able to see through the darkness and could count the ships out in the sea, but would the captain manage the same?

      “That’s the plan.”

      “You gambled and that was it.”

      She’d already been over what they needed to do, but Guya remained uncertain. Carth should have kept him out of the tavern when she’d gone to gamble. He’d not only seen her steal from the men at the table, but also observed the way she’d interacted with the others. She hadn’t managed to shake him so that she could follow them, so she had been forced to bring him with her.

      They were down by the dock. That much he could see, even if he couldn’t see much else, not through the night, and not without pulling on the shadows with much more strength.

      “That wasn’t it. I discovered something while I was in there.”

      “What did you discover?”

      “I don’t know yet. They’re hiding something. That much I can tell. When I figure out what it is…”

      She’d what? Would she be able to use that to force the men to bring them back to the north or would she be able to buy their way back north? She didn’t know.

      “You said that before, but all you heard was a comment about luck.”

      Carth nodded, letting the shadows ease away from her. That had been what she’d heard, though she didn’t have a good way of knowing what it meant. Luck could mean so many different things, but their comment seemed to have a distinct intent. That was what she hoped mattered.

      Then there was the way the other men had watched them leave. Carth hadn’t managed to follow them either. In some ways, it was like playing a game of Tsatsun with too many players on the board. Somehow, she had to get enough extra information to figure out what her move would be.

      “You’re a sailor, what do you know about luck?” Carth asked him.

      Guya grunted. “Sailors make their own luck.”

      Carth nodded. “That’s my concern.”

      They moved forward, fading into the darkness. She held on to the shadows as long as she could, concealing both herself and Guya, but not so much that he would realize she did anything. Moving with the shadows remained more difficult than standing still, but she had gained the trick of releasing it briefly, long enough to slip forward and then away again. Doing it that way, she managed to hold the concealment, though it was not perfect.

      When she had more time, she would have to work on holding it while moving. There had to be a way. At times, it almost seemed as if she could flow with the shadows, but other times, when she attempted to do so, she failed, falling back and away from them.

      “What do you think we’ll find down here?” Guya whispered and ducked his head, as if he could mask his massive frame. It still surprised her that Talun had gotten the upper hand on the much larger man, but she suspected he had some ability with the light which would have augmented what he could do, much like the shadows—and the A’ras flame—augmented what she could do.

      “I think we need to learn what they’re hiding.”

      “They could be smugglers,” Guya said. “Not slavers.”

      “Not saying they’re slavers.”

      She hadn’t considered the possibility that they could be smugglers. That would explain what they’d said about needing luck, but there weren’t many restrictions here on what could be shipped—other than slaves—so smuggling didn’t have the same appeal as it might in the south.

      They reached the shore, and the steady lapping of water along the rocks attempted to soothe her, but she held on to her vigilance, letting her heart race steadily so that she could keep her edge. With it racing like that, she might even be able to reach for the A’ras flame, though she usually needed to be under more stress to succeed.

      Creeping forward, Carth pulled on the shadows, letting them wrap around them a little more. It created something like a fog that she could work with. Guya might notice, but then she had admitted that she was connected to the shadows, so it probably didn’t matter what she did with them now. It might even convince him that he should listen to her.

      Voices drifted to them from one of the nearby ships.

      It was a wide-bottomed ship, nothing like the Goth Spald, and she motioned to Guya to follow her as she led them down the dock. He stayed close to her, and with the shadows around her, his breath was regular and loud in her ears.

      “They be moving through here,” one of the voices said.

      “Nothing moving through here tonight, and with storms coming like they be, we should continue north.”

      Carth crept forward. North. That was what they needed if they were to follow Talun, but this ship… she made her way around it, eyeing the wood and noting that some of it had rotted and other sections had been painted to cover similar rot. What would it take for a ship to get into this sort of disrepair? How long would it have to have been at sea?

      “We won’t make it north, not with the weather shifting.”

      Carth glanced at Guya and pitched her voice low. “How come so many of you sailors seem to know about the weather?”

      He leaned toward her, his breath hot and smelling of the stale bread from the tavern. “You get to know the patterns in the sea, Anisa. When you spent enough time out at sea, you start to understand them.”

      “And do you think there’s something that’s moving in?”

      She looked at the sky, but she had no way of knowing whether storms were moving in. Wind gusted, and as she started paying some attention to it, she realized that it shifted at times, blowing first from the north and then from the south.

      “We’ve been running from storms since we left Asador,” Guya said. “These types of storms are pretty common in the summer. Not surprising that we’d come across them. They keep you in port for longer than you want, but other than that, you learn to stay away from them.” He shrugged and nodded to the ship. “They’re right, though.”

      “About what?”

      “Weather is shifting. Can you feel it? Wind is gusting more from the north, and it’s got a bit more of a bite to it than it did before. Winds like that mean the same thing, usually. Not much to do but hunker down.”

      “You were going to sail through it!”

      “Goth Spald is a fast ship. I could outrun most of the storm, especially as it hadn’t really hit us yet, but now that we’re starting to get that hint of the weather, I don’t think any of these ships will sail north right now.”

      Carth stared at the ships, feeling the way the wind whipped at her.

      She had started planning for all the different possibilities, and had thought of ways to get them back to the north, but all were predicated on their ability to get onto a ship. If that failed—or if the weather wouldn’t allow it—she didn’t know what she would do.

      It didn’t change what she needed to do.

      The girls were stuck on the Spald because she’d made the choice not to act.

      Somehow she had to get north, even if no other ships were sailing.

      The longer she thought about it, and the longer it had been since Talun had thrown Guya overboard, the more she felt certain that she had to do something. Moving the right pieces around the board was difficult, though, especially as she wasn’t even sure what move to make.

      She closed her eyes, thinking through her options, imagining everything that had happened as pieces on a Tsatsun board. When she did that, she placed herself and Guya as separate pieces on one side, and made Talun and the Goth Spald pieces of the Hjan. Stopping them was what she was really after.

      Which pieces would be the Stone?

      That was what she had to determine. How would she move her pieces around the board so that she could stop the Hjan? The game was more complex than she’d allowed herself to believe. Not only did she have to make the right move, but she had to assign the right pieces as well. If she didn’t, then anything she might do would be a mistake.

      “What are you doing?” Guya asked.

      Carth shook her head. “Trying to determine what the next step needs to be.”

      “I thought you had already decided that you were going to game your way onto one of these ships?”

      “That was before I knew the weather was something I had to account for.”

      “You’ve sailed before.” He watched her a moment, as if trying to determine whether she actually had sailed before. “So you know that the weather influences things more than almost anything else. A storm blows in, and you have to determine if it’s safe to move through it. A serious enough storm comes in, and you have to decide if you have time to get around it, or if you need to hole up in port and ride it out until the next clear sky.”

      “What do you think about the storms you say are coming?”

      Guya shook his head. “I don’t know. We’ve been too long away from the ship for me to have a good sense. I get a better understanding when I’m watching the waves and when I can feel the wind on my cheeks. And note the different way the currents move. Out here… on land, I don’t have the same connection that I need to know.”

      “You can guess.”

      He nodded. “That’s all it would be.”

      “What about the other ships that come into port? You be able to get anything from them if you ask?”

      Guya shrugged. “Normally, but you’ve had me playing at being your father, and then sneaking along the docks with you. I haven’t had time to ask those questions.”

      Thunder rolled distantly. Carth could feel the changing energy in the air now as well. She didn’t need to be a sailor to know that the currents were shifting. And if she wasn’t careful, and if she didn’t act soon, she would be stuck here for the gods only knew how long without access to a ship, and then whatever the Hjan intended with those girls would already have happened.
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      Wind whipped around her with more force, throwing strands of black hair into her face so that she had to hold her hair back, gripping it so that it didn’t flutter too much into her eyes as she tried to part the shadows and see into the darkness.

      She stood tonight on the end of one of the docks, studying the winds. The port was crowded. Dozens of ships had arrived over the last day making the taverns crowded—and not the good kind. Each of them carried with them the same warning: storms were coming. None of the captains were willing to risk moving north until the storms passed, and given the fact that so many had come into port, she suspected that whatever came would be impressive.

      That was why she’d come out here tonight.

      She practically felt it when Guya appeared behind her. It was as if something about him rubbed at the shadows strangely, pulling on them in such a way that she noticed him there without needing to turn.

      “Not going to reach him, Anisa.”

      “Not standing here, we’re not.”

      Guya stopped next to her, and he cocked his head as another peal of thunder rolled. They had become more steady over the last few hours, and there was intermittent rain mixed with them, enough that Carth didn’t doubt the fact that the storms were coming.

      “If we’re stuck here even another day, there’s no way we can catch that ship. She’s fast, Anisa, and there aren’t many ships that are fast enough to catch her.”

      “What about that one?” She pointed to one of the narrow ships in the harbor tied close to shore. Close enough she suspected the crew remained on board, at least for now.

      “That?” Guya turned toward the narrow ship and frowned. “She’s got the right hull shape to be quick, but it’s about the sails, and about the men working her.”

      “What if you worked her?” Carth hadn’t wanted to share with him any sooner than needed what she thought might be necessary. How would Guya respond to the idea of taking another man’s ship? Not well, not considering the way she’d seen him react when Talun had taken his, but they had a greater need, and she hoped that if they headed out in a fast enough ship, they might be able to reach the north before the storms came in full.

      “If I worked her? That’s not… Anisa?” he said, turning back to her.

      Carth ignored the way he looked at her. “The way I see it, we have two options. We either find someone willing to take us before the storms come through, or seeing as how we have a captain”—she nodded to him—“we borrow one of these ships so that we can reach the north before the storms.”

      “That’s just it. We won’t beat them, even if we leave now.”

      “We have to try,” she said under her breath.

      Carth considered how she would get to the ship, thinking in terms of playing the game. What she needed was some sort of distraction… something that would draw any sailors who remained on board off the ship so that she could have a chance at taking it.

      “What would pull sailors off their ship?” Carth asked.

      He stared at her before shaking his head. She imagined the debate raging in his mind about whether to help her, knowing that she might not survive any attempt she might make, especially if the storms were as bad as what they seemed. The alternative—and she doubted that she had to tell him—was that she would simply do whatever she intended anyway, regardless of whether he helped. And if he didn’t help, then he likely wondered whether she would rescue his ship as well.

      Guya sighed deeply and waved his hands. “You know that what you’re thinking is madness! There’s nothing you can do that will get you on board, and even if you do, what do you intend to do then?”

      “I intend to outrace the storms,” she said.

      Guya shook his head again. “Fire,” he finally said. “Fire would pull sailors off, especially if it’s on a ship. Others are going to rush in to help.”

      Carth nodded, hating what might be necessary, but if she didn’t do this, what would happen to those girls? What would happen to others in the north? She had to do something.

      “Will you help?” she demanded of him.

      Guya stared at her. “You know more than you’re letting on, don’t you, Anisa?”

      She needed his help, and she gauged his reaction were she not to share with him. She needed to convince him to trust her, so if it took a little more honesty, then she would offer that to him.

      “I know that there were several girls on that ship. And I know that the men Talun is taking them to are the kind of men who will do horrible things. I’ve seen it.”

      He studied her, watching her eyes. “You have seen it, haven’t you?” he said softly.

      Carth nodded. She didn’t even need to feign the intensity with a hint of sadness in it. “I can’t let what happened to me happen to others,” she said.

      “What happened?”

      Carth swallowed. “They killed my parents because of who they were.” She didn’t know if that was even the truth, but she knew that it was close enough that it didn’t matter. Her parents had died because they were of Ih-lash. That much she knew. Beyond that… she didn’t know, and it didn’t matter.

      Guya sighed. “Where would you like this distraction?”

      Carth let out a deep breath, and her shoulders relaxed. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding in so much tension, but she’d worried that he wouldn’t help her, and she didn’t think that she could handle the ship on her own, not without the help of Guya. She’d watched Tessa and Adam sailing toward Odian, and she’d paid some attention to Guya sailing as they’d made their way toward here, but she didn’t think she could handle a ship herself, and certainly not fast enough to outrace storms heading toward them.

      “If you do this, you’ll put yourself in danger,” she said. “You’ve said that the storms coming might be powerful.”

      “Bah! I’ve dealt with lots of storms over the years. You get us a ship, and we find a way to go fast enough, we’ll see how we can do it. Not saying we will. Chances are good that we’ll end up swallowed by the sea, but damn if I won’t try with you.”

      “The distraction has to be far enough away to draw the sailors off. I’ll do that, and then get back to the ship. You have to make sure they get off and then you get it ready to depart.”

      Guya nodded. “I’ll do it.”

      Carth eyed the line of ships and thought about which one would be close enough that it would pull the sailors off the ship, but far enough away that they would have time to get it out of the docks.

      There was one—a wide-bottomed ship the dock over and close enough to shore that any fire could possibly spread to other ships or to the shore. She pointed. “That one.”

      “How do you intend to get a fire started?” He nodded toward the sky. “With the rain coming, there’s not coming to be much chance for fire to take off, let alone spread.”

      “You let me worry about that,” she said.

      Guya watched her a moment, then shook his head. “Whatever, Anisa. This is your plan.”

      “Watch for me to get it going and then get moving.”

      “You’ll have to be fast, otherwise I don’t know that I can wait for you.”

      “I’ll be fast.”

      Guya grunted. “That’s right. You have stamina.”

      Carth grinned. “Something like that.”

      She ran toward the end of the dock, and as she did, she started wrapping herself in shadows, pulling them around her as she moved, pausing long enough to grab them, so that she remained cloaked as long as possible. When she reached the ship she intended to target, she crouched in the shadows, watching it for a moment. There didn’t seem to be any men on the ship, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t anyone. It had an oily odor to it, one that reminded her of some of the ships that had come through Nyaesh in the months when she’d lived along the shore.

      Where to start the fire?

      The sails made the most sense, but that would be the hardest to explain. What she needed was something on the ship to ignite. That meant that she would have to crawl onto the ship. She wasn’t really that interested in getting on the ship, because that meant that she would have to get off the ship without getting caught, and once she started the flame, she’d have to move quickly—and if there were others on the ship, they would be moving quickly as well.

      Pulling the cloak of shadows around her, she let the darkness move around her like a fog. Then she went for the ladder, climbing aboard. She paused at the top of the railing and let the fog of shadows flow around her again until she was once more cloaked.

      The way below the deck reminded her of the Levelan, and she hurried down the stairs and into the belly of the ship. There she paused, searching for anyone who might be aboard, but not hearing anything. If she could find a hold, that would be a good place to start the fire, and if she could push the flames through the hull, she could get the fire going quickly.

      It didn’t take her long to find the right door. Carth pushed it open and was pleased to see bags of grain and rice inside. There was more here than would be needed for supplies, so she wondered if this was what they transported.

      It didn’t matter. They would burn quickly and were exactly what she needed.

      Carth focused on her A’ras magic. It didn’t take much for her to reach it, especially with her heart racing as it was after sneaking aboard the ship, afraid of who might find her.

      She pulled on the A’ras flame that burned within her, directing it toward the nearest bag of grain, focusing the flame as it erupted in the bag. She pushed it toward the nearby bags until all were burning. Once they were, she pushed the fire toward the hull.

      It had smelled oiled, and she couldn’t think of many reasons for the ship to have been oiled. She wished Guya were there with her for that answer.

      Surprisingly, when the fire hit where she thought it oiled, the flames started dying off.

      Was it some way of dampening flames?

      Carth let the burning of the A’ras magic course through her until she was filled with it.

      What she needed was one of the A’ras knives, but all she had was the one Invar had given her. It wasn’t paired to her the way an earned knife would have been, so this would have to be something she did without it. The A’ras magic was not something she had practiced nearly as much as she had practiced with the shadows. Maybe that was a mistake, but reaching that magic was never something that she had managed as easily.

      As if blowing out, she sent the flames away from her, away from the bags of grain, and into the hull. There was something of a resistance, but she continued to push on the flames until they penetrated the resistance and reached the hull.

      Once it did, once the flames reached the wood of the hull, they took on a life of their own, one that Carth could guide but couldn’t control. Fire could be slow to burn, but once started, it would burn uncontrollably, especially with fuel like there was here.

      She started toward the stairs back up toward the upper deck. Smoke started billowing down the hall, making it so that she barely needed the shadows, though she held on to them as well. Would the smoke work like the shadows did for her? When she had more time with the A’ras magic, she’d have to test it.

      Reaching the stair, she heard a scream.

      Carth almost continued up the stair, but she couldn’t let anyone burn simply because she needed to get to the north. She understood sacrificing pieces, but it became harder when they represented actual people.

      The scream had been on the opposite end of the hall, away from where she had started the fire.

      Carth pulled on the shadows, readying herself for whatever she might find. She considered a few possibilities. It could be crew who had noted the flames, but with the screaming, she thought that less likely. They could have come from the families of the crew. That wasn’t something that she would have expected, but it was possible. Could there have been people paying for transport?

      The door where she thought she’d heard the scream was locked.

      Why would it be locked?

      Carth kicked it. When she used the shadows, they gave her augmented strength, not only stamina. With as much of the shadows as she pulled on now, she splintered the door.

      She waited, not sure what she’d find.

      Nothing came out.

      Swearing under her breath, Carth considered turning away, but she needed to see if there might actually have been someone in the room. Smoke already started filling the hall and billowed out of the room.

      She moved cautiously into the room. Smoke and shadows swirled around her. Carth used the A’ras magic to clear the shadows so that she could see through them. When she did, she nearly lost control of the magic.

      Nearly a dozen girls were huddled in the middle of the room.

      A slaver ship?

      After what she’d told Guya, what were the odds that she’d choose a slaver ship to start the fire?

      No longer did she feel bad about what happened to this ship, but she had to help these girls get off before the sailors returned.

      The nearest girl looked up. Carth released the shadows so that they could see her. “Come on,” she urged. “We need to go before the fire spreads.”

      The girl shook her head. “If they learn that we moved…”

      “They aren’t going to hurt you again,” she said.

      “When they find us, they will. They’ll think we started the fire.”

      Carth laughed darkly. It was moments like this that she felt a darkness within her that matched the shadows she could control. “I started the fire. And I’ll get you off.”

      “How? Who are you?”

      “Carth.” She slipped her arm under the girl and helped her to her feet. The girl was light and couldn’t be more than two years younger than her. A few bruises told her how the sailors treated them as well.

      She started carrying the girl toward the doorway when the smoke became too thick to move any closer. Carth hesitated. Going that way wouldn’t be best anyway. If she went back up the stairs and attempted to leave the same way she’d come aboard, she risked exposing herself and the girls to the sailors that had brought them on board.

      The alternative involved somehow getting them off the ship, but how?

      Could she create a hole in the hull? If they reached the water, she could swim, but could the others?

      How injured were they?

      Carth surveyed the girls lying on the ground. A few turned to look at her, but for the most part they kept their heads hidden, as if afraid of whatever she might do to them.

      No. They wouldn’t be much good trying to escape through the water.

      And now that she’d started a fire on the ship, she had to do something to get them off, but she wasn’t sure what that would be.

      Shouts sounded from above, and she heard the thudding of boots along the deck, followed by an occasional hiss.

      The crew had returned, and they worked to put out the fire.

      Whatever she did, it would have to be fast.
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      “I need your help,” Carth said to the girl. She forced her to meet her eyes.

      The girl was thin and pretty, and the bruising gave her a haunted expression. She brushed a strand of her dark brown hair behind her ears and grabbed the rest of her hair in her fist, holding it while looking at the other girls. She wore a tattered dress, one that might once have been a clean white, or even a pale yellow, but that had become so dirtied that Carth couldn’t tell anymore what color it was supposed to be.

      “I can’t help. If they find out—”

      “If they return, you’ll end up no worse off than you were. You work with me, and there’s a chance that you could escape.” Carth took a deep breath, steadying herself. The room was getting hotter, and she knew either she’d have to get them out of here or she would have to use the A’ras magic to push back the heat, and she wasn’t sure that she was strong enough to do that. “Listen… what’s your name?”

      “Dara,” the girl said in a hoarse whisper.

      “Dara. Good. I want to help. I don’t want those men to harm you anymore, but you have to work with me.” Carth looked down at the women huddled. “Do you know the others here?”

      Dara nodded. “I know them.”

      “Do you think you can convince them to work with me? I’ll need your help, especially if we’re to get you to safety.”

      A new plan started forming in her mind, one that involved a different sort of rescue than she’d envisioned when she’d first noticed the girls trapped here, but one that might be just as effective, only it required that they all work together.

      “What do you want us to do?”

      “Nothing more than walk. Do you think you can get them up? They have to stand before the smoke gets much worse.”

      “It’s better if we stay down with the fire,” Dara said. “I’ve been around fires before, and if you don’t stay low, it fills your lungs.”

      Carth nodded. The girl had a quick mind. That would help. “Stay low, but you have to stand first.”

      Dara started moving through the group, touching each of the girls lightly on the back of her head or neck and whispering. As she did, several of the girls started to get up. First to their knees, and then they stood. Most looked at Carth with a mixture of skepticism and fear.

      The shouts from outside the room and the deck above began to get louder.

      “We have to get moving,” Carth said.

      “What about—”

      The girl who started to speak couldn’t have been any older than ten or twelve, and she cut off as the door thudded open. Carth had closed it as tightly as she could when she’d entered, but with the door frame broken from how she’d had to kick it open, the door didn’t remain closed like it once had.

      The man now standing in the doorway made Guya appear small. He had broad shoulders that were thick with muscle, and his arms strained against his shirt. Soot stained his face, and his shorn head revealed scars, though none appeared to be Hjan.

      “What is this?” he thundered.

      Dara started to back away from him and the other girls began to get back to the floor.

      “Stand up!” she said.

      The man turned to her, and a dangerous expression gleamed in his eyes. “You aren’t one of my girls,” he said.

      Carth started pulling on the shadows and found herself reaching for the A’ras magic in her anger as well. “I’ll never be one of your girls.”

      She launched herself at him, striking him in the head with a closed fist, wishing she’d used her knife. When it connected, she pressed the shadows that she’d drawn into the punch and sent him flying backward, landing on the floor with a loud thud. He shook his head and started to stand, dazed only.

      Carth kicked, her leg flashing as quickly as possible as she tried to strike him. The first kick hit home, but the second he caught.

      She spun free and lashed out with her other leg while coming around to land behind him. As she did, she kicked out again, this time catching him in the back. His head whipped forward and struck the wooden flooring with a sickening crack before ricocheting back. The man stopped moving.

      “Dara,” Carth shouted, watching the man for signs that he might be coming around. She didn’t think he would, not with the force of the kick she’d managed to catch him with, but she had learned not to put anything past a man like that. If she could reach the shadows, and if she could reach the A’ras magic, there was no reason that others couldn’t have similar abilities. And, in the case of Ras, they did. “I need you and the others to move. We have to get going now.”

      Dara started moving with more urgency, eyeing Carth with a different expression as she did. There was nothing to be done about that. Had she not attacked the man, they would have been trapped. She might not have needed to attack him quite as forcefully as she had, but she had to ensure that he wasn’t going to be a threat to them.

      In the hall outside the room, she held her breath, moving through the smoke and keeping her head low. As she did, she tried to use the A’ras magic to control the fire raging through the hull of the ship, all too aware of how hotly it burned, but there was nothing she could do to slow it. She could keep it from burning too close to her… at least, she hoped she could. And if she could control it a little, she hoped she could keep the girls behind her from getting caught in the smoke as well.

      When she reached the stairs, she paused long enough to make certain that Dara and the others followed. She saw them moving behind her, but cautiously, approaching her carefully. Carth waved for them to follow, and hurried up the stairs.

      Chaos greeted her on the deck.

      Flames crackled around the ship, engulfing it completely, running along the sides and up the mast. A nearby ship had been caught as well, sending it up in flames. The wind kicking up didn’t help, and the sputtering rain did nothing to slow the raging fire.

      This ship would be lost. Carth didn’t know if others would be as well. She feared she had used too much of the A’ras magic, pushed too hard. Voices on the other end of the ship called out and she could tell that others tried working together to put out the flames, but the fire was too ferocious.

      Carth cloaked herself in shadows, wrapping them around her and stepping to the side of the ship as Dara and the others appeared from below deck. They were tentative, but as soon as they realized they were out, they hurried for the port side, racing for the edge.

      Using the shadows to obscure her, she tracked them, not wanting to expose herself too much, but needing to know if they were able to get free.

      At the railing, Carth saw no way down.

      Men stood on the dock trying to quench the flames, a line sending buckets of water toward the ship.

      Carth thought about her options. The odds were good that the majority of the men on the dock were good men and wanted nothing to do with what had happened to these girls. She needed to ensure that they would do the right thing, and that they would continue to provide the distraction she needed. Too much time already had been spent on helping them escape. It had been necessary, but it distracted her from her real purpose in coming to this ship.

      Pitching her voice high and helpless, Carth called out. “Help! The fire… we’re trapped. Slavers!”

      She said the last with just enough force, enough inflection, that she hoped she drew the attention she wanted.

      Someone shouted below and one of the men she’d seen playing cards in the tavern the first night in port looked up. He didn’t see her, but he noted the other girls and his eyes widened.

      “Ladder! Get a ladder! There’s women up there!”

      Two men raced away, their buckets ignored. When they returned, they carried a tall ladder between them and settled it against the hull, hurrying up. They reached the women and were met with fear and uncertainty.

      The man tried shushing them, but the flames cast his face in a terrifying light.

      “Go with him,” Carth urged, still hiding beneath the shadows.

      Dara glanced over to her, almost as if she could see through the shadows, and said to the other girls, “Go. We have to get off the ship before it burns up!”

      The others started moving then, climbing down the ladder to the dock, where men helped them down and escorted them to shore. One after another the girls made it down, until they were all safe.

      Only then did Carth relax.

      The ship cracked, and flames pressed on her with enormous heat.

      Something thudded behind her and she barely had time to look up as a fist swung at her.

      Carth ducked, pulling on the shadows.

      The large man she’d kicked lumbered after her. She’d thought him down, but he attacked with more vigor than she would have thought possible given the circumstances. A massive gash crossed his forehead—likely from when she’d slammed his head forward—and both of his eyes had deep bruising already forming around them.

      He swung again, nearly catching her in the side of the head with his meaty fist.

      “You took my girls,” he said.

      That kind of comment did nothing but anger her. Heat from the A’ras magic flared within her. “They were never your girls.”

      He grunted as he swung again. “They were mine. And you took them. Think I need to get something for it.”

      “You got something.”

      “I got nothing. No ship. No girls to trade. Nothing.”

      “You got justice.” Carth jumped, using the power stored within the shadows as she did, and kicked him in the head. The man stumbled backward, and she landed in an awkward twist.

      Her back ached from how she landed.

      Something was wrong. Carth might not know what it was, but she could feel that there was something off.

      Rolling to her side, she attempted to stand, but her legs didn’t hold her the way that they should. Carth resisted the urge to scream and settled for clenching her jaw.

      She’d been too stupid. All she had to do was run. The shadows would have carried her off the ship; she wouldn’t have even needed to try and fight this man, but his comment, and the fact that he had attacked those girls and held them as he had, had pushed her into doing something she knew that she shouldn’t have.

      Now she couldn’t move.

      The man got up. His eyes blazed with hatred, reflecting the burning of his ship as he crawled toward her. Carth tried to roll again, but again she found that she couldn’t. Was it her back? She had landed awkwardly, so it was possible she’d broken it, but she didn’t think that likely. She could still feel her toes, and could still move her legs, but it hurt. Not paralyzed, though she hurt enough that she might as well have been.

      Carth reached for the connection to the shadows. She could try to use them, to push the man away, though she didn’t know if that would do anything.

      Pain screamed through her as she reached for the shadows.

      She grabbed for them, remembering a similar awful sensation when she’d faced Ras in the cell, but this was a more primal pain, one that she couldn’t ignore.

      Then she sank into the shadows, the darkness filling her mind, easing the pain back and away from the forefront of her mind. Using the cloak of shadows, she pushed away, trying to congeal it into something real, something she could use as a barrier to the man, but it didn’t work as well as she needed it to. She could feel him pressing up against the barrier she’d formed, and slowly but surely forcing himself through it.

      His face appeared through the fog of shadows. He’d found a knife somewhere. Flames from the fire that engulfed his ship reflected off the blade, gleaming with a violent beauty. Were it not so near to her death, she might appreciate the power she’d managed to create using the A’ras magic. The storm of power that she’d somehow summoned would leave more than only this ship leveled.

      Had it been worth it?

      The girls might be free, but if she perished, there would be no one able to stop the Hjan. She had misplayed her hand and risked too much. She should have attempted a less aggressive approach, one that wouldn’t leave her in such desperation, but how else could she have played this? These were people, and she’d had to do what she had done in order to get them to safety. If nothing else, these girls would not be slaves. That meant something. It had to.

      The man lunged toward her.

      Carth attempted to reach for the A’ras magic, but pain made it difficult. The shadows didn’t respond as she needed either, not enough to keep the man from reaching her. She suspected he had some way of pushing back, though she didn’t know what that might be.

      Attempting to kick at him, she watched as the knife arced toward her. There was nothing she could do.

      His face contorted from an expression of celebration to one of pain.

      His hand trembled and the knife dropped from his grip. Blood bloomed from his chest as a blade poked through. He tried to say something, but no words came out. Blood bubbled on his lips.

      Dara stepped into view and looked at Carth. “Can you move?” she asked. Her voice only quavered a little, less than Carth would have expected when she’d first met the girl.

      “My legs don’t work quite right.”

      Dara ran her hands along each of Carth’s legs, squeezing with something that resembled familiarity before stepping back. “The right one is broken. It should heal in time, but you’ll need six or eight weeks in a splint. You might not walk right afterward.”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut. Six or eight weeks. Too long for what needed to be done.

      But she would live.

      “Can you help me off the ship?” she asked.

      Dara glanced over her shoulder before turning her gaze back to Carth. “You saved us. You didn’t have to, but you saved us.”

      “I had to save you. I couldn’t let you stay on board the ship.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I set the fire.”

      Dara looked to the dead man, his blood now pooling around him. If she didn’t move, Carth would be covered in it soon. That sickened her more than the idea of his death. “Good. The bastard deserved worse.”

      “What of the others with him?”

      Dara nodded toward the port side of the ship. “The sailors will take care of them.”

      Carth smiled then. If nothing else, she had found some justice here. It was victory, though a small one.

      But the cost… if she thought about it in terms of playing Tsatsun, she didn’t have to think hard to know how much losing a piece like herself from the board would cost. And she might not be completely removed from the board, but without being able to do anything, she might as well have been, especially now that it would be almost two months before she recovered, if she ever fully did.

      The pain made her mind woozy. She felt tired and leaned back on her elbows, but she forced herself to stay awake. She needed to get off the ship, and then she needed to get to Guya. Only then could she relax.

      “Will you help?” she asked Dara.

      Dara took another glance toward the port side of the ship and then nodded.
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      Carth barely made it off the ship.

      Using the cover of smoke, Dara led her to the starboard side, where she stood propped against her. Carth pulled on strength borrowed from the shadows to help keep her upright, but she didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to hold on to it, or how much longer that strength would hold out.

      The small ship loomed in the night sky, impossibly far away. Somehow she had to reach the dock, and then she would have to reach the ship. At least the fire had served as intended, drawing practically everyone away and toward the flames to prevent them from spreading.

      “Where are we going?” Dara asked.

      Carth pointed to the small ship. “I need to get down there.”

      “To a ship? Storms are coming!”

      “And I intend to outrun them.”

      Dara stared at her as if she were mad, which Carth realized might be the case.

      “If we don’t, others will suffer. Those like yourself. Those who can’t do anything to protect themselves either.”

      “Your leg—”

      “I’ll figure out a different strategy later. First I need to get onto that damned ship.”

      Dara sighed and helped her to the railing. “I can get us down, but it’ll jostle you too much.”

      Carth didn’t like the idea of that. As much as she fought it, the pain was starting to return. She didn’t know how long she’d be able to hold out. The worse the pain became, the less connected she felt to the shadows. If she lost that connection… she didn’t want to think what would happen if she did.

      “The water,” Carth suggested.

      Dara shook her head. “You go in the water injured like that and you’ll drown!”

      “I can swim to the other ship.”

      “With a broken leg?”

      “Yes.” She hoped that was true. Even if it was not, she had a better chance in the water. At least there, she could pull herself along with her arms.

      “How do you intend to get down there? You can’t jump.”

      “The rope,” she said, motioning toward a coil of rope near the mast. It was a wonder that it hadn’t burned, but then the deck remained mostly flame-free. Smoke billowed around her and she felt heat rising from the belly of the ship, but there wasn’t anything more than that. Yet. Eventually the flames would reach the deck and then she’d be in trouble if she didn’t get down from here.

      Dara hesitated a moment but then hurried to the line and tied it to the railing before throwing it over.

      Carth grabbed onto it and squeezed. If she could slide down the line—even somewhat controlled—and reach the water… It didn’t appeal to her, but it was all she could think of that might work.

      “Help me over,” she told Dara.

      The other girl lifted Carth over the edge of the railing.

      Carth wasn’t a large or heavy person, but Dara still managed to flip her over without as much difficulty as Carth would have expected. When she dangled from the side of the ship, her injured leg slammed into the side of the ship and she bit back a scream.

      Then, slowly, she started lowering herself down the rope.

      As she did, she held on to the shadows, using them as much as she could to augment her strength. With this, it wasn’t so much about strength, but about forcing herself through the pain. When her arms started shaking, she was forced to reach for even more of a connection to the shadows and managed to stabilize herself. Even that wasn’t enough, and she started sliding toward the water, her grip failing her, the rope burning through her hands.

      She splashed down.

      Pain surged through her again, and she tried to calm her mind, but struggled to do so through the agony. Slowly she gained control. As she did, she swam with her arms, popping above the surface and taking a deep, gasping breath.

      She started toward the other ship when she heard a soft splash near her. Carth glanced over and realized that Dara had joined her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “You helped us, now I’m going to help you.”

      “I can make it to the ship on my own. You need to get back to shore. The others need you.”

      “They don’t need me. They needed me more when they were trapped. Now that they’re free, they don’t need me. You, on the other hand, do need me.”

      Dara slipped her arms around Carth and started kicking. Combined with the way that Carth swam using her arms, they managed to move through the water with some speed and reached the small, narrow-bodied ship Carth intended for them to take.

      Now she only had to worry about whether Guya had done his part and secured the ship.

      “How do you intend to get up?” Dara asked her.

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Carth said.

      “I thought you’d thought of everything.”

      Carth let out a frustrated breath. That had been what she wanted to do, but she’d overlooked this detail, one that might end up costing her… and Dara.

      “Can you tread water?” Dara asked.

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      Dara shrugged. “I wanted to make sure you’ll be okay while I get up onto your ship. I’ll throw down a rope.”

      Before Carth could object, Dara swam over to a ladder hanging from the dock that Carth hadn’t seen. She should have known there would be access to the docks from the water, but the better question was, how had Dara known?

      The girl scrambled up the ladder and then disappeared.

      Carth treaded water, her arms starting to get tired, forcing her to draw on more of the connection to the shadows. She wondered when that would fade. Would she be strong enough to reach the rope?

      A thin rope dropped into the water.

      Carth swam toward it and grabbed onto it. As she started making her way up the rope, pulling hand over hand, someone whispered into the darkness. “Hold on!”

      She squeezed tightly. Then she started getting pulled up, the rope dragging her up and then onto the ship, where she collapsed onto the deck in a heap of pain.

      Guya stood watching her, his gaze flicking to Dara every so often and then back to Carth. “Seems you picked up another.”

      Carth nodded. “Ready to sail?”

      “Some distraction.”

      “It worked.”

      “It worked,” Guya agreed. “I’ve already got us starting away. You well enough to lay here?”

      “I don’t think I can do anything else.”

      “You’re damn lucky I didn’t brain this one when she came sneaking aboard and grabbed that line. Thought I’d missed someone until she said she was helping some girl named Carth.” His eyes narrowed as he stared at her. “I’m guessing that’s you?”

      Carth sighed softly. “That’s me.”

      He shook his head. “You still think we should make this foolish run of yours?”

      “Those girls…”

      Carth made a point of avoiding Dara’s eyes. She didn’t want the girl to look at her, didn’t want her to see her as she pleaded with Guya to risk the sail toward the north.

      “Aye, I know the girls. Slaving has become almost as much of a problem as…” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Need to get sailing.”

      Dara bobbed her head. “There were fourteen of us on the Goose Flight.”

      Fourteen? Carth had thought there might be a dozen, and saving that many would have been worth it without question. Fourteen didn’t change that, but it made her question her counting.

      “What happened to the others?” she asked.

      Dara looked to the floor. “We were on a slaving ship. Some get traded. Some get worse.”

      Carth started to ask about what would be worse, but Guya shook his head. “I’ll get us moving as fast as this damn ship will take us.”

      “I thought you said it was fast.”

      “You said it was fast. I just didn’t disagree with you.”

      Guya motioned for Dara to help and they started pulling the anchor.

      A few shouts echoed up.

      “Got to move faster, girl,” Guya said. He grunted as he worked on the anchor, dragging it from the water. “Go loosen that line,” he said, motioning toward a jib sail.

      Dara did as he instructed, and when he’d gotten the anchor up, Guya hurried toward the bow and began unrolling the sails. With the wind gusting, it didn’t take long for it to catch the sails and they started coming about.

      “There’s someone in the water,” Dara said.

      “They’re probably thinking they can reach us,” Guya said. He unsheathed a long belt knife, and Carth wondered where he’d acquired it. When she’d left him before, he hadn’t possessed a knife like that.

      Shouts from below told her that a smaller boat had reached them.

      If they weren’t fast enough, they’d get boarded. Carth didn’t like the odds of them against five or six men, not when she was injured.

      “Help me to the railing,” she said to Dara.

      “I need her to work the lines!” Guya snapped.

      “You’re the captain, but if you don’t let her do this and we get boarded—”

      “What do you think the girl can do?” Guya asked as he arranged the lines. His hands had a practiced movement and ran along the rope in ways that Carth didn’t even understand. The sails snapped in the wind and the ship groaned under the sudden movement.

      Something thudded against the hull.

      “I think I can keep them off the ship.”

      “You’re injured and unarmed,” Guya said.

      “I’m never unarmed.”

      She waited until Dara made her way over to her and lifted her, again noting the strength the girl possessed. When she reached the railing, Carth looked down and saw two men clinging to the planks as they scaled the hull. An empty boat bobbed in the water behind the ship and grew more distant as the ship gained speed.

      There wouldn’t have been only the two men.

      She’d have to find the others later.

      First, she used her racing heart and reached for the A’ras magic. Awareness of it came to her slowly, but it came, pushing against the pain in her leg. Not only pushing against it, but burning, leaving her leg feeling as if it were awash in fire.

      Carth almost screamed.

      She directed the connection she had to the A’ras magic toward the men.

      She’d never had the chance to use the A’ras magic in such a way, not so directly, and not without some sort of focus. While in Nyaesh, she’d used knives or swords, different items like that to take on the focus of the magic. Even when attacking the ship, she’d used the focus of the ship itself, something that was more substantial, but easier to do. She’d never attempted to use the magic directly on someone until now.

      She released fire at the nearest man.

      He screamed and lost his grip, falling into the sea with a splash.

      Carth didn’t have the time to feel bad, or to think much about the fact that he might be nothing more than a sailor trying to reclaim his ship. Instead, she turned her focus to the other man. Using the magic on him was harder, partly because she’d already weakened from releasing it once, and partly because the pain throbbing in her leg made it difficult to focus.

      The fire simmered away from her and reached him. Heat and then steam rose from his skin. Like the other man, he screamed and fell off the ship and into the sea.

      Carth sagged against the railing.

      As she did, she noted the sounds of a fight.

      She turned around and saw Guya facing two men with long swords. He had only his knife but managed better than she would expect. Dara tried helping, but she was weaponless and stumbled, falling toward the nearest man.

      The man tripped over her, and she rolled for his sword, separating him from it.

      The man stared at the sword in Dara’s hand, a dark smile on his face. “Give it back here, girl.”

      Dara backed away, and the man followed her. As she neared Carth, she dropped the sword while trying to get a better handhold.

      Carth grabbed it and swung it toward the man. “You’ll have to deal with me.”

      He laughed as he got to his feet. “Seeing as how you haven’t moved since I’ve been on board, I don’t think that will pose much of a problem.”

      Carth pulled on the remaining shadow strength that she could reach and sent it into the sword. She wasn’t sure if it would work or whether she still had enough strength to do it, but she called upon the shadows with everything she had.

      The blade sank into his ankle.

      Carth released the shadows.

      They crawled through him, an inky blackness that worked from his leg underneath his clothes and all the way to his neck before discoloring his face.

      The man screamed, but it was muted and twisted. He fell toward the railing, writhing as he did, until he crashed overboard, splashing into the water below.

      Carth looked for the other man who had come aboard, but saw Guya wiping his knife clean and sheathing it. He studied her with a strange expression.

      With a sigh, she leaned back. Wind pulled at the sails, and the ship sped through the waves, rocking wildly as they raced toward the north, trying to keep ahead of the storms.

      In spite of that, Carth breathed out a sigh of relief and lay back.

      When her head touched the deck, she let herself relax and quickly fell into a deep slumber.
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      When Carth awoke, pain throbbed in her leg, but not as strongly as it should have. Her skin burned softly, and she realized she was drawing on the A’ras magic without really intending to do so. She tried sitting up, realizing that she was in one of the bunks. Dara or Guya must have moved her. She moved cautiously, fearful that she would still hurt. Other than the throbbing, she didn’t have the same pain as before.

      Carth swung her leg off the bed, expecting to find it splinted. But she saw no sign of a splint. Running her hand along her leg, she felt for pain, anything that would suggest she remained injured, but there was none.

      How long had she been out?

      “I see that you’re awake.”

      Dara sat near a door, leaning against the wall with her dirty brown hair dropping below her shoulders. She had cleaned her dress while Carth was out, so it now had less of the filthy appearance it had had before and looked simply dirty.

      “How long has it been?” The ship rocked steadily as it sailed, and the wood occasionally groaned beneath her. She noted moisture dampening the walls and wondered how bad the storms had gotten. Guya hadn’t wanted to sail through the storms in the first place and had only done it because she had asked. What did he think now that they must be in the midst of the storms?

      “Almost a week.”

      Carth sat up straighter. “A week? I’ve been out a week?”

      Dara stood and crossed the distance between them. “And you’ve healed so much. I thought you’d need weeks before your bones would be strong enough, but…”

      Carth looked down at her leg. “But what?”

      “Whatever consumed you helped, I think.”

      “Consumed?” she asked carefully.

      Dara nodded. “Your skin. It went… dark… while you slept. You were so hot, like you had a fever. At first I used sponges with water to try to cool you, but that didn’t seem to work, and you seemed more comfortable when you were hot anyway.” Dara met her eyes a moment before looking away. “What are you?”

      Carth swallowed. “I’m no different than you.”

      “If that were true, then you’d still be lying on the bed, unable to move your leg.” She shook her head. “I should have known there was something off when you managed to swim like you did. With the break you had, you shouldn’t have been able to move your legs, let alone make a crossing like that one. You were already healing then, weren’t you?”

      Carth took a breath, thinking through her answers. She might have slept for a week, but her mind still felt foggy, and she struggled coming up with the right answer. What would help her position the most?

      Maybe that was the wrong way to think about it. Without Dara, she wouldn’t have survived. The slaver on the ship she’d burned would have killed her.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never experienced anything like this.”

      “You have magic?” There was something in her voice—hope or intrigue—that carried with the question.

      “I have some powers,” Carth admitted. “I’m from Ih-lash and I’ve trained in Nyaesh.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I do.”

      Guya stood in the door frame. Carth hadn’t heard him coming, distracted as she was by Dara. He looked tired, and likely he was. He would have been handling the ship himself for an entire week, fighting through storms, and without anyone to give him any sort of break.

      “Seems you kept more than a name from me, Carth.”

      “I’ve told you most of the truth.”

      “Have you?”

      Carth sighed and rubbed her eyes. She bent her leg, trying to see if it would work for her, and was pleasantly surprised to note that she could flex it without too much pain. It ached, but less than it should given the type of injury she had sustained.

      “Enough of the truth. Talun had at least four girls on board your ship. He worked with others, terrible men who would do terrible things.”

      “Like controlling the shadows?”

      Guya took a step into the room, and she realized that he held his knife unsheathed. He watched her with a dangerous glint in his eyes.

      Would she be able to reach the shadows if she needed to?

      What she needed here was a level of honesty. She had to tell him what she intended, and she needed him to know why she needed to return to the north, and why he had risked himself.

      “There was a man from the Hjan on your ship,” she started. “They are dangerous, using strange powers—”

      Guya sighed deeply. “I know about the Hjan.”

      “You know?”

      “I work around Asador. Occasionally that brings me to Thyr, so I know about the Hjan. They’ve made a reputation in the south, a dangerous one. I didn’t think they had reached the north.”

      Carth swallowed and nodded. “They’ve reached the north. They have a way of moving… they flicker.” She shrugged. “I’ve heard another describe it as traveling. I do not think distances matter to them. I need to stop them.”

      “You can stop them?” Guya asked.

      “I have before. I will again.”

      Guya sighed. “What have you got me mixed into, girl?” he said, slamming his knife into his sheath. He settled himself onto the bed next to her and hung his head, staring at the ground.

      “They collect power, Guya. That’s why they’re in the north.”

      Guya said nothing for a few moments. “You said you were of Ih-lash. That land is gone.”

      “That’s what I hear.”

      “You’re too young to have been from there.”

      “My parents were. I think I was born in Ih-lash, but…”

      “Your parents are gone.”

      She nodded. “The Hjan.”

      “Damn. And how did you get mixed up with the A’ras? They’re no better than the Hjan from what I hear.”

      Carth almost smiled at that. Once, she would have thought the same. “The A’ras trained me.”

      Guya’s breath caught. “Trained? You don’t look like what I’d expect from them.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “I don’t know. Dark beards. Swords. Painful magic.”

      Carth did smile this time. “I have painful magic. I never got the sword. And I don’t think I’ll ever grow a beard, but you never know.”

      Dara laughed, covering her mouth with her hand.

      “Why do you care so much about what happens with those girls?” Guya asked.

      She debated whether to answer honestly or to tell him something that might force him to help, but honesty had gotten her to this point with him. She didn’t know how Guya would react, but so far he had seemed interested in helping, not hindering her.

      “There are others in the north that the Hjan fear. You talk about Ih-lash and how it was destroyed. I think the Hjan were responsible for that. They fear the shadow magic the Ih-lash could control. They weren’t able to use it themselves and they didn’t understand it, so they kill as many as they can who possess it.”

      “Ih-lash is gone, girl,” he said again.

      She shook her head. “Most of Ih-lash might be gone, but the remnants, people who call themselves the Reshian, remain. They still possess some of that shadow magic. The Hjan fear them, and they tried to use the A’ras to destroy them but failed. That’s where I was going when I got stranded.”

      “What does this have to do with the girls?”

      “There’s a power that can counter the shadow magic,” Carth said. “I don’t understand it, but I’ve seen it. There’s something… a light of sorts… that can stop the shadows.”

      As she spoke, she felt a pressure against her.

      She had felt it before, but it had been a while, long enough that she had begun to forget what it felt like.

      Carth looked to Dara.

      The girl stood with a soft glow around her.

      “You have it,” she said.

      “I…”

      Carth stood. Her leg ached, but she held herself up and took a step toward Dara. “Where were you captured?”

      “Please…”

      “I’m not going to hurt you. And I don’t want the Hjan to use you.” She frowned, trying to force her mind back into motion, shaking free of the fogginess she felt. It parted slowly, and she started processing what she had seen. The ship had carried over a dozen girls. She had assumed the ship moved south, having taken the girls in the north. That was something she’d only glimpsed while living with Vera in the tavern, but what if she had been wrong? What if the ship had brought them to the north, and from the south?

      “There were others taken in Odian,” Carth said. “I was there. I saw them.”

      When Dara’s eyes widened slightly, she realized she had hit on the truth.

      “You’re from Odian as well, aren’t you? And Ras? Did you know him?”

      Her eyes widened again.

      Carth thought she might answer, but Dara turned and ran from the room, leaving Carth staring after her.

      “What is this?” Guya asked.

      “A mistake,” Carth said, “but one I think we can fix.”

      “What kind of mistake?”

      She paused at the door. “The reason the Hjan want the girls is because they possess some sort of power that allows them to counter the Reshian shadow magic. That’s something they do not possess. I thought they intended to use the girls for it, but maybe they intend to take the power from them.” She started pacing, her mind racing through the possibilities. She wished she had a board to sit in front of, so that she could turn it as she played through the possibilities. Without it, she had to think through it more slowly.

      How many girls did the Hjan have coming? They had the ship in port there, and they had the Spald. What if they have other ships like them as well?

      Carth didn’t have enough information to act, but how was that any different than when she’d played Tsatsun with Ras?

      When she had played Ras, she had seen his tendencies. He didn’t have many, but she knew to expect that he would adjust to her strategy, and that she would have to adjust too.

      Weren’t the Hjan the same?

      When she had played Tsatsun placing herself in a position where she pretended to be them, hadn’t she noted how they managed to shift their strategy each time she thought she had the upper hand? And she had seen it herself, the way they had attacked quietly in the city, then moved to force the A’ras to fight the Reshian, and now… what did they do now?

      That was what she had to determine.

      It had something to do with the power Ras and those like him commanded, some way they had of pressing back against the darkness. What she had to determine was how.

      Thankfully, she had someone with her who could help.

      “How much time do we have until we get to the north?” she asked Guya, still pacing while thinking.

      He rested his chin on his closed fist. “The storms are bad, Anisa. I mean, Carth. I haven’t sailed through anything quite like this before. The wind keeps forcing us west and I fight it, but with the clouds and the rain…”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not sure of our heading,” he said.

      “But we’re still making our way north?”

      “As far as I can tell, we are, but I don’t know where we’ll land. I’m afraid to sleep for more than a few minutes because if we start nearing some of the outer isles, we have to keep watch for lighthouses so we know to steer clear of rocks. If we miss the outer isles, then we’ve veered too far off course. And if we miss the north entirely…”

      “What?”

      “We sail blindly.” He shrugged. “Eventually the storms will pass and we’ll find our way. I don’t think we’re off course. The ship’s compass is solid work, but I wanted you to know what we might face. If we’re lucky, we’ll outrun the storms and know soon enough.”

      “How soon?”

      He shrugged again. “A couple of days. Longer than that and I’ll start to worry that we went too far to the west.”
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      They didn’t outrun the storms in a couple of days.

      Carth had taken to sitting with Guya, taking turns watching the darkness. Her overall conditioning gradually returned, almost as if whatever strange healing had fixed her leg drew from the magic that she could access, keeping her from recovering as quickly as she thought she should. The pain faded, first to a throbbing, then to a stiffness that she could walk off, and finally to nothing more than a twinge she noted when she turned wrong. Eventually, she suspected, even that would disappear.

      The winds buffeted her out in the open. How had Guya managed for as long as he had? The captain stood staunchly before the storms, facing the wind and the rain as they sailed, and barely moved while she watched. Carth had thought herself strong, had thought she had stamina, but watching Guya, she decided she wasn’t nearly as strong as she had thought.

      “Do you see anything?” Guya asked the same question every half hour or so, knowing now that with Carth’s connection to the shadows, she would be able to see more than him. She no longer hid anything about her abilities from him.

      “Nothing out there.”

      Guya nodded. “Get some rest, then. I’ll need you to relieve me in a bit.”

      Carth had taken turns with him, glad that he accepted it. She hadn’t been sure he would, but after the week he’d spent as the only one steering the ship, he had slept for nearly four hours straight when she’d taken the helm. When he awoke, he’d seemed more refreshed than her.

      Below deck, and away from the wind, she debated going to the bunk and sleeping, but decided to find Dara. The girl still hadn’t spoken to her much since Carth had revealed what she knew, preferring to remain hidden. Guya had advised Carth to give her space.

      “We’re on a ship. There’s no place for that girl to go, so if she needs time, then you need to give it to her,” he’d said.

      Carth had agreed, but reluctantly. Before reaching the north—if they reached the north—she needed to learn more about what Dara might know about the ability the Hjan sought.

      Now would be the time.

      She paused at the door leading to the storeroom Dara now called her quarters. Carth knocked softly, and then with increasing intensity when there came no answer.

      Forcing open the door would do nothing but set Dara against her, so she had to let the girl come to her on her own terms, but when would that be? If she waited too long, they would reach their destination first.

      Carth tried again.

      This time, Dara pulled the door open.

      As she stood in the darkness, Carth noted a hint of a glow to her skin again. “I have questions for you.”

      Dara nodded.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Do I have any choice?”

      There was a hint of fear in her voice, an edge that Carth didn’t feel was warranted. “You have a choice.”

      “You’re of Ih-lash. You said so yourself.”

      “I don’t understand why that matters.”

      “It matters.”

      “Help me understand why.”

      Dara turned her back to her. The dress was cleaner now than it had been even a few days before. Had she taken the time to wash it, or was there something about the magic she used that cleaned the dress?

      Carth moved so that she stood in front of Dara. “I helped you. Whatever you think I am, remember that.”

      “I remember.”

      “Then help me so I can understand what the problem is.”

      “There’s no problem.”

      Carth shook her head. “Were that true, you wouldn’t have hidden in your room for the last few days.”

      Dara opened her mouth before clamping it shut again, then gripped the sides of her dress and pulled it up a bit before taking a deep breath. “You mentioned the name Ras.”

      “I did.”

      “That’s where I was trying to go when I was captured.”

      “You were trying to get to him?”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Dara faced her. Tears streamed down her eyes and she wiped them away. “I’m descended from Lashasn bloodlines.”

      Carth stared at her, not completely understanding. “So you’re also from Ih-lash?”

      She shook her head. “Lashasn, not Ih. They were separate once.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      What had Jhon told her about Ih-lash when he’d shared with her the history of her homeland? Only that Carthenne from history had helped settle an ancient feud, but no more than that.

      “With the shadows you control, you would be descended from Ih.”

      Carth almost laughed, but she saw how serious Dara was as she watched her. “I haven’t known a home since I was born,” Carth said. “Ever since I could remember, my family moved me from city to city, never staying for long enough for anyplace to feel like home. When we reached Nyaesh, they were taken from me.” Carth felt a moment of pride at the way she managed to keep her voice steady. “Nyaesh became a home, but one I didn’t really want, not without my parents.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “So that you understand where I come from.” Carth took a breath. “I lived on the streets for a while, stealing because I thought I should and because it fit with games my father used to play with me. I wanted vengeance for what happened to my parents, but never expected I’d ever get it. For so long, I thought the A’ras responsible for what happened to my family, but they weren’t. As I discovered the truth, I also discovered a connection to something else.”

      “The shadows?”

      Carth nodded. “The shadows. A man I met promised that I could learn to use them, but he also thought I could learn something else. He sent me to learn from the A’ras. When the Hjan attacked the city again, I was able to stop them. I left, thinking that doing so would keep them safe.”

      “Then why do you return?”

      “Because Ras helped me to see that they would never be safe in my absence. The Hjan want power, but not like the kind it takes to rule. They want magical power. I’ve seen how they use it, and the destruction they wield with it. I will do what it takes to stop them.”

      Carth fixed Dara with a steely-eyed expression. “I have no bond to Ih-lash. None to Ih or to Lashasn, nothing other than knowing that I might have been born there, and no knowledge about why I should not get along with you.”

      Dara blinked. “You really don’t know.”

      “I don’t.”

      “But you faced Ras. You would have killed him.”

      Carth fought the urge to laugh. “I fought him and lost. I doubt I could kill him.”

      “How are you here, then?”

      “He released me.”

      “Released?”

      “I played a game with him and won.”

      At least, she thought she’d won. A part of her wondered if Ras had only let her win. Though she didn’t think so, a true master of Tsatsun would have managed to convince her that she had won. That idea had as much merit as the possibility that she’d actually defeated him, and in some ways it amused her.

      “A… game?”

      Carth nodded. “It’s called Tsatsun. A large board with dozens of pieces. You play it by—”

      “I know how to play Tsatsun,” Dara said. “It’s taught to all children of Lashasn.”

      “But Lashasn is gone. It was Ih-lash, and perhaps now it is nothing if what I’ve heard is true.”

      “That may be, but there are those descended from ancient Lashasn. We are spread, dispersed to keep us safe, those with the ability to use the power of S’al.”

      “That would be the light magic?” Carth asked.

      Dara nodded slowly. “Tsatsun is a game taught to all of us to train our mind to use the S’al. If you have learned…”

      Carth shook her head. “I can’t use your magic. I think if I tried, I wouldn’t be able to use the shadows either.” Carth started pacing around the small room, her mind racing. “Where were you when you started for Ras?”

      Dara sobbed. “My family lives on a small island off the coast of Ganduhl. We rarely get merchant ships—only a few times a year. When the ship neared, and the small boat rowed toward the shore…” She sobbed again and wiped her tears on her dress. “We thought merchants had come to trade. Only too late did we realize they did not.”

      “If you can use the power of the S’al, how did they capture you?”

      She met Carth’s eyes with a flash of anger. “They used the shadows, Carth of Ih-lash.”

      Using her name like that sounded like more of an insult.

      Carth decided to let it pass. Dara needed to know that Carth wasn’t like the people who had come to her home and abducted her. But she didn’t think the Reshian were those people either, and who else could use the shadows?

      “The Reshian wouldn’t have done that,” she said, but as she did, she wondered if that was true. What did she really know about the Reshian? Tessa and Adam didn’t seem like they would have attacked like that, and certainly not to help the Hjan, which—if she was heading to the same place where the other girls had been brought—was what Dara’s abductors had intended. Had Carth reached the Reshian, she might know the answers, but now… now she didn’t.

      “I don’t know about the Reshian, but my parents have warned us against the shadows. They warned us about those who control them, telling us that we’re safer in the light. They taught us to embrace the power of the S’al if we could reach it. Only a few ever can. My sister…” She swallowed, shaking her head as she did.

      “What happened to your sister?”

      Dara held her head high and jutted out her chin. “I don’t know. When we were taken, they split us up. I thought she was still on the ship with us, but I never saw her.”

      Carth ignored her suspicion about what might have happened with Dara’s sister, thinking it too unlikely. “Can others be taught to reach the S’al?” she asked.

      “It is something born to a person, and one has to master their mind if they are to reach it. No, Carth of Ih-lash, it is not possible for someone else to reach the S’al.”

      There had to be a reason the Hjan wanted the girls brought to the north. Either they intended to use the girls’ power, or they intended to use the girls themselves. Either way, the Hjan would pit the girls against the Reshian.

      And… maybe they didn’t have to do anything more than that.

      Carth looked at Dara with a new understanding. She had detested Carth as soon as she had learned of her heritage. Wouldn’t others feel the same? Wouldn’t they fight the threat of the Reshian, and against their abilities with the shadow, without needing any sort of motivation—especially if they believed the Reshian abducted them?

      If that worked, the Hjan could sit back and wait for the Lashasn and the Reshian to face each other, either destroying each other, or weakening enough that they were no longer a threat.

      It was the kind of thing they had attempted with the A’ras, only this time, they would prey upon old prejudices, and there might actually be enough power to succeed.

      Carth didn’t need to see a game board to know that it would work.

      How could she counter it?

      More than that, how could she ensure that the Hjan no longer threatened those in the north? That was the reason she had been willing to return, the reason she had to return.

      “What is it?” Dara asked. “Why do you look at me like that?”

      “There’s more taking place than I knew before,” she answered.

      And more than that, she had to wonder about Ras’s involvement.

      Carth placed herself in his position, thinking about what he might have planned. She knew he could react in ways that she wouldn’t predict, and she had thought that she had played him, but if she hadn’t, and if he used her in some way, as if she were a piece in some massive game board, she had to think about what objective he might have.

      What did she know of Ras?

      He used the power of the S’al. She had seen that herself and had experienced the easy way that he slowed her. There was whatever power of the cold that he controlled, a magic that took away her edge with the A’ras flame. She didn’t know if he had other abilities as well; he hadn’t needed them against her, and knowing Ras, he wouldn’t have revealed them unless necessary.

      Carth had to assume that he could do more than she realized.

      If he sided with those of Lashasn, then she would have to worry about what he planned with the Reshian, but he had seemed sincere in his reaction to her mention of the Hjan. She believed the anger and disgust he had displayed when discussing them.

      That made it more likely he wasn’t faking that. Unless he wanted her to believe it.

      Her head spun, and she began to force it to slow, to work through the possibilities and see the board from all angles, including those of the Hjan and Ras. She thought about what victory meant for her, what it would take for her to feel as if she had succeeded, as if the Stone had moved to the other side of the board, securing her position. As she did, a pattern began to emerge.

      Carth couldn’t be certain that it was right, but it was all she had to go on.

      What she planned might work, but it would require them to reach the north before much longer. And it might require a little bit of luck.

      The muffled sound of boots on the deck came to her as Guya stomped across the ship, starting down the stairs. Carth stepped out of the room and looked down the hall, meeting his eyes.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Land. We’re nearing land.”
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      The storm settled somewhat as they neared the darkened shape of land. Carth thought it fitting that she would return in the night. She had left the north in the night, sailing south without her involvement in any planning, and had returned with an audacious idea, one that she still wasn’t sure would work.

      A distant spark of light on the starboard side caught her attention. Carth used the shadows and parted the darkness enough to see, revealing a small lighthouse that flickered with a glowing yellow light.

      “Do you know where we are?” Carth asked Guya.

      “Aye. We’re closer than I expected to Wesjan. The storm blew us south, but not so much that I can’t find my way back north. See that there?” he said, motioning to a distant darkened piece of land. “That would be Yelsh. The lighthouse over there is Polaun. Straight north would be the tip of Gibrand. And from there—”

      “I get it,” Carth said. “You’ve proven you know where we are.”

      Guya nodded. “Now to get me my ship.”

      “You don’t like this one?”

      Guya’s face clouded slightly. “This is a fine enough vessel. She survived the storm as best as she could, and she moved fast enough, but she’s not mine.”

      “She’s no one else’s anymore either.”

      Guya laughed. “True enough. Maybe I’ll claim both. Two ships mean I have a navy now. Maybe you’ll have to call me Admiral Guya now.”

      Carth smiled as she took a position in the bow, watching the waves parting below the ship. They sailed quickly, and she wondered how long before they reached port.

      Dara stood next to her, remaining silent. She hadn’t said much since coming topside with Carth, and Carth hadn’t revealed much of her plan to the other girl, not certain if it would work. Maybe it wouldn’t, but she had to try.

      “What do you intend to do?” Dara asked as she stood by the railing at the bow.

      Carth watched as land came steadily closer. The winds shifted, as did the shadows, as they neared. She considered reaching for the shadows, and holding on to that connection, but wondered if the Reshian would notice if she did. With what she had in mind, she didn’t want the Reshian to know that she came.

      “I intend to play the game,” she answered, looking over at Dara.

      “This isn’t a game,” Dara said.

      “Isn’t it? It seems that the more I think about it, the more like playing Tsatsun with Ras it is. Each move is made seeking a strategic advantage, and the others counter, trying to find their advantage.”

      “You can’t believe that this is like Tsatsun, Carth. These are people. My people. Yours.”

      Carth turned her focus back to the water and the looming shoreline. “I have no people.”

      “If it’s like a game, what’s the Stone piece? How will you know you’ve won?”

      Carth had considered the answer as she’d pondered how to maneuver. When she’d first started working through the problem, she had wondered if maybe power itself wasn’t the endgame. Without question, the Hjan wanted power. She didn’t know if Lashasn and the Reshian did as well, but if they still warred, even after supposedly centuries of peace, then it was possible they did. Yet… that didn’t feel right to her. Lashasn had a sort of power, and could use the power of the S’al, which made them more of a piece on the board than an endgame. The same could be said about the Reshian with the shadows. They had power already, and from what she’d seen of how the Hjan attacked, wanted only to keep safe.

      The north itself was another option. She could imagine the different factions arrayed around the north, each vying to push their side, gain the advantage, but that didn’t feel right either. In her mind, the north was more like the game board, and she had only recently learned how to play.

      She’d considered several other options, but none felt quite right.

      That left her with only one, but one that didn’t make as much sense, only… it had to be.

      “I will be the Stone piece,” Carth said. “But I will see to it that none will play me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They reached the shore as dawn started breaking. Light reflected off the now-calm water, and there was a certain stillness in the air, one that left Carth with a sense of coming power. The storms were not over. They had only managed to outrun them.

      After anchoring deeper in the bay, Guya rowed them in to shore. A row of bustling docks already carried the activity of the day, that of fishermen hurrying to get out on the water, some already coming in, carrying the catch in their smaller boats and throwing it to dockhands, or well-dressed merchants making their way to and from the docks, typically with their heads held high and a train of others following them. Carth saw no sign of Talun, and nothing that would indicate this was a place of the Hjan.

      “This is Wesjan?” she asked.

      Guya nodded. “Wesjan. Not quite as dangerous a place as Odian, but still not the kind a place pretty girls like yourself should be wandering.”

      Dara flushed, but Carth only edged toward him and met his eyes with a hard expression. “I’m more than a pretty girl.”

      Guya grunted. “Aye. More than that, but they don’t know that. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up fighting more than you want.” He arched a brow as he fixed her with an equally stern gaze. “You might be skilled, Carth, but that don’t seem to be the kind of fight you’re looking for.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “You’ll get me my ship?”

      Carth hadn’t seen any sign of the Goth Spald as they’d pulled into the port. That could mean many different things, but she wondered if they were too late. If Talun had already arrived, and departed again, they would have missed him. She didn’t think that as likely, though. If he was here, and with the storms she knew were coming, he would be stuck in Wesjan the same as she had nearly been stuck in Pol.

      “I’ll get you your ship.”

      “And what do you intend to do?”

      Carth studied the city as it became clearer. Rows of warehouses and smaller buildings she suspected were taverns pressed together along the shore. In the distance, larger buildings, made of stone rather than wood and gleaming in the early light, rose higher above the city. In some ways, this reminded her of Nyaesh.

      And it should. Wesjan was a part of the north, no different than Nyaesh. Had she remained with her parents, it was possible they would have ventured this way rather than staying in Nyaesh. They’d already visited dozens of cities throughout the north, enough that Carth had a mental map of her travels, one she’d matched to maps she’d seen.

      “I intend to keep the others safe.”

      Guya grunted again. “You keep saying that, but so far you’re the only one I’ve seen hurt.”

      “You haven’t seen the others.”

      Guya met her eyes. “No. I haven’t.”

      When they pulled into the dock, Guya tied them off and flipped a coin to the dock warden. “Won’t be here long,” he said to the man.

      “Two silvers for each day you are.”

      “Silvers? Last time it was coppers!”

      The man shrugged. “More traffic coming through here.”

      “Through Wesjan? What’s changed?”

      The man spat into the water and lazily looked back to Guya. “Two silvers are what’s changed.”

      Guya reached into his pocket and pulled out the coins. Carth had given him her winnings, not really needing them herself. If it came to it, she’d collect scraps like she had when she was younger. And they had known Guya would likely need help here.

      The man tied up their boat and moved on to the end of the dock, sitting and waiting for the next boat to come in. Carth noted how Guya watched the dock man.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Probably nothing.”

      “Why do you think the price went up as much as it did?”

      “Can’t really tell. There is more traffic than the last time I was here, but that’s been over a year.”

      “Still. Two silvers…”

      Guya pulled his gaze away from the man and looked toward the city. “Two silvers. Too much simply to tie a dinghy up here. Won’t be able to leave it here for long.”

      “And neither will others,” Carth said.

      They made their way along the dock, and she watched the people with renewed interest. If Guya was concerned about the cost, and if there was something off about why it had changed, she wondered if it might be connected to the reason that she had come here.

      And why here?

      What would bring the Hjan here?

      Those were answers she didn’t have, but needed.

      And she had no idea how to find those answers.

      They wandered through the city for much of the morning, stopping in different taverns and supply shops, searching for answers. By the end of the day, when Carth and Dara were both tired, they sat on a bench along the seashore while waiting for Guya to return. He thought he had a source for information, and at least could discover if Talun and the Goth Spald had been into port, but claimed he’d have to go on his own. If the girls went with him, he’d not learn anything. Evening started to fall, leaving a cool nip to the air, and the stretching shadows that Carth appreciated.

      Neither girl spoke, and Carth had no problem sitting in silence. In many ways, she preferred to sit quietly, listening to the sounds of the sea as it lapped at the shore. Carth stared at the ships in the bay, looking for one that could be the Goth Spald. As she did, one particular ship caught her attention.

      She jolted to her feet.

      “What is it?” Dara asked.

      Carth stared, going so far as to try to pull on the shadows to see if they would augment her vision, but she couldn’t be certain. The ship looked like it, but was she wrong?

      “Do you see Guya’s ship?”

      She shook her head. The ship was too broad-sided for Guya’s fast-moving ship, but this might be something better.

      “No. I think… I think it’s the Levelan.”
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      A smaller boat rowed toward the shore from the ship she thought might be the Levelan, and Carth made her way toward the dock where it would arrive. She had to push through a crowd that hadn’t thinned in the time they had been here, jostling between people as they meandered toward the dock. Could Jhon actually have tracked her here?

      If he had, how?

      She hesitated. That was the better question, wasn’t it?

      How would Jhon have found her? Of all the places he could have gone, why would he have ended up here?

      The coincidence bothered her. The Levelan had been headed south and toward the Reshian, not back north. Even if they searched for Carth, they wouldn’t have ended up here, would they? None knew where she headed.

      Except Ras.

      She glanced back toward where Dara sat on the bench. Carth asked her to remain, not wanting her to follow, and not wanting to worry about her keeping up as she fought through the crowd.

      There was something she missed. She felt that deeply, only she didn’t quite know what it might be. In some ways, it felt like the first time she’d played Tsatsun, when the game didn’t make enough sense to her, and when the moves were too complicated. And here she had thought herself skilled. Maybe arrogance was her weakness.

      Lurking behind the crowd of people, she waited to see who might be coming off the ship. If it was Jhon, Carth might have to risk exposing herself and grab him, if only to determine why he had come here. She thought about the alternatives, and if it was others, Adam or Tessa… what would she do then? Carth didn’t know. They might not know why Jhon had come.

      As she watched, she noted a familiar face. Not Adam or Tessa, and not Jhon, but the captain of the Levelan. He was a dark-haired man and had a stern countenance, one that made him seem angry most of the time. As usual, he wore a long, dark gray cloak and had his hands stuffed in the pockets. Others around him backed away as he approached, either because they sensed his mood, or, she began to suspect, because he had some ability that pushed them back. After all she had seen, she no longer doubted that others had different magics, though she wondered how many different types existed. There was the magic she used, that of shadows, but also that of A’ras and the flame. What would Captain Isan use?

      She’d rarely spent time with the captain, but she’d seen how Jhon respected him and how much time he had spent with him, either to convince the captain that he needed to see them all the way to the south, or for reasons Jhon had never shared with her.

      Isan pushed through the crowd, parting them so that he could make his way. Carth intentionally avoided using any of her abilities, refraining from both the shadows and the A’ras flame, not wanting to trigger anything he might detect. She didn’t know if he could detect anything, but if it was possible, she didn’t want to expose herself before she knew what he was up to.

      He turned his head as he made his way through the crowd, and at one point, he nearly locked eyes with her. She lowered her head, careful not to meet his gaze, and waited until he passed before looking up again.

      When she did, she almost lost track of him.

      He was there, in the distance, and she noted only the hood of his cloak. He moved steadily toward the place she had been sitting, and Carth looked to see if he would notice Dara, but the girl was gone.

      Where would she have gone?

      Carth should have brought her with her, not left her on the streets in a port that Guya had warned her about.

      Swearing under her breath, she caught the attention of one of the men passing by, who flashed a grin of yellowed teeth. Carth lowered her head and hurried away, moving back toward where she had waited with Dara.

      The captain had passed through, and she could see the top of his hood, but not much more than that. If she didn’t follow him now, she’d lose him. She could always remain by the dock and wait for him to return, but she wouldn’t know where he had gone, or why he’d come to Wesjan.

      She thought about taking the dinghy out to the Levelan. If she did that, she might be able to sneak aboard and learn more, even see if Jhon remained on board, but that risked losing Dara and Guya both, and she felt an obligation to them. Not only an obligation, but a connection to Dara, with her ability to use the Lashasn magic.

      Casting one last look at the bench, she started after Isan.

      If she could catch him, she might be able to learn something. She could find Dara again afterward. She doubted she would have wandered far. What she needed now was information, of which she had so little. She knew the basics—that the Hjan were coming here, and that they wanted Lashasn born with the power of the S’al, but she didn’t know much more than that. How were the Reshian involved? They had to be involved somehow, but Carth didn’t know how.

      Isan moved purposefully through the city, leaving the lower section near the docks and making his way toward the stone buildings, those made of the gleaming marble that shone in the late-afternoon sunlight. Carth had to move more carefully here as she followed him, still unwilling to use the shadow magic, but able to track him through the skills her father had taught while he was alive. In that way, she felt more like when she’d lived with Vera in Nyaesh, using her sneaking skills to help her collect scraps, in a time before she knew anything about other magic in the world.

      The captain stopped at a small sloped-roof building and glanced down the street before ducking inside. Carth waited a moment before hurrying along the street and pausing in the space between buildings. There was a tingling sense coming from the building, one that sizzled against her skin.

      The sensation of A’ras magic being used.

      Carth recognized it easily. There wouldn’t be many who would, not if what Invar had told her was correct. To her, the A’ras magic burned through her, leaving her skin tingling and her pulse racing, almost as if her heart hummed along with the magic, calling to her.

      She had to get inside, but she would have to do it in such a way that the others wouldn’t know she was here. If they detected her, what might they do? Isan would recognize her, and she wasn’t sure she wanted him to, not until she was ready.

      Trying the door, she found it unlocked. That would have to be the last place she would use. The windows were locked, though, and if there was some sort of back entrance, she couldn’t find it.

      That meant she would have to go through the front door.

      Carth couldn’t do so in the daylight, even fading as it was. She would have to use the shadows, but doing so risked exposure if there were others with her abilities.

      Only, she wondered if it would.

      Her abilities were different than those of the shadow blessed. She could use the shadows in ways they couldn’t. She was more than shadow blessed, something about which Ras had made a point of reminding her each time he’d worked with her. She was shadow born.

      Did that make a difference?

      Carth didn’t know. It had to, though.

      She took a deep breath and gently started wrapping the shadows around her.

      The touch was the lightest one she could use, barely more than brushing at the shadows, enough to gather them to her, but not so much that she would be apparent with them.

      When they cloaked her, and when she knew that they surrounded her fully, she prepared to open the door, knowing she risked that Isan or whoever of the A’ras were inside would detect her. The door opened before she could reach it.

      Carth threw herself against the wall, holding the shadows against her.

      Her breath caught. Isan left, but no one followed him. She had detected A’ras magic inside, hadn’t she?

      Now she no longer knew whether she had. The sense was gone, faded as if it had never been there; only the memory of it remained.

      She debated whether to follow Isan or try to sneak into the room. Isan might lead her to more answers, but going into the room would potentially help her understand what he was after in returning to the north.

      In her mind, she tried playing out the scenarios, using what she’d learned of gaming and strategy. If nothing else, she could find Isan again. The Levelan remained in port, and there would be time before they managed to get out ahead of the coming storms.

      That answered it for her.

      Wrapping herself more tightly in the shadows, she pulled open the door.

      Carth didn’t know what to expect when she entered. Empty chairs were arranged in a circle, and the hearth near the far corner was cold. The floor was dusty, but there were footprints throughout, most larger than hers, though there was one set that was smaller.

      She checked other rooms, but they were empty as well.

      Where had whoever Isan had met with gone?

      They couldn’t have disappeared, not unless he worked with the Hjan.

      Could he?

      The idea worried her, but it was possible, especially as she didn’t know much about Isan. He had sequestered himself away while she was on board the Levelan, never coming out long enough to do more than glance at her, as if dismissive of the fact that Jhon wanted to sail south with her and continue her education.

      The others on the ship had all supported the Reshian. Adam and Tessa. They would not have sided with the Hjan. They had battled against the Hjan and lost to them already, so she doubted they would have allowed Isan to work with them, unless they didn’t know.

      Was there anything here that would help answer whether the Hjan had been here?

      There weren’t many things that signified the Hjan. Whenever she had faced them, they would appear and disappear just as quickly, flickering from place to place as they traveled. They would have no need for the doors, but then they would have had no need for this place to meet either. They could have joined Isan on the ship.

      Carth needed to follow him.

      The captain was the only real lead she had, and if she wasn’t quick enough, she might lose even that.

      Still holding on to the shadows, she stepped outside the building.

      As soon as she did, she felt that something was off.

      It took a moment to realize what it was.

      Power built near her, and power that was familiar to her: shadow magic.

      The Reshian had found her.

      All the time she’d spent wanting to get to them, and now they had come to her.

      The realization troubled her.

      Why was Wesjan suddenly a place the Hjan had decided to attack? Why would the Reshian be here in such numbers that she could detect them?

      She needed to find answers, but she wouldn’t do that cloaked in shadows.

      As she lowered the cloaking and stepped forward, a face emerged from the darkness, one that took Carth back to a time years before. A face she saw in her dreams but had never expected to see in person again.

      Could he be real? Could he be here?

      It had to be.

      “Father?”
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      Carth paced in the small, windowless room, her mind racing. A single lantern hung on a hook, and a dusty desk had been pushed against one of the walls. The ceiling almost brushed her head, and would have touched the head of a taller person. She barely noticed that, just as she barely noticed the fact that shadows wrapped around her, practically writhing up her arms. The A’ras magic burned within her, and she brushed off her awareness of that as well.

      How could her father still be alive? All this time, she’d believed him dead. She had seen him dead, hadn’t she?

      But she hadn’t.

      The A’ras had claimed they had taken him away, but she had never seen what had happened to him. She had believed him dead, but had never seen his body, not like she’d seen what had happened to her mother.

      Her hand went to her neck, to the ring she wore on a chain there. Other than the books she’d left aboard the Levelan, she had only the ring as a reminder of her mother, nothing more. Carth had considered wearing it, but had never been able to bring herself to actually do so, preferring to keep it on the chain around her neck.

      Other than that, she had the knife that she’d learned had been her father’s, but she’d lost it to Ras.

      The door opened and her father stood framed by darkness. The shadows didn’t conceal him as well as they once had, and they didn’t prevent her from noting the heavier streaks of gray in his hair, or the way the lines around his eyes had deepened. Once, he’d smiled easier, and she wondered if he’d lost it during the last few years. He still smelled like her father, an earthy scent, one that mixed with something like the coming rain.

      “Carthenne,” he said with a sigh. His voice had changed, a little wearier and hoarser than it had been before. “I have found you. Finally.”

      Her heart lurched in her chest, and she wanted nothing more than to use the shadows and hide. She’d thought her parents lost. If her father lived, why was he here now? Why hadn’t he come to her before?

      Thoughts raced through her mind, and she couldn’t slow it, even if she wanted to try to piece through the possibilities. All that mattered was that her father was here—and that he had never come for her.

      “What happened to you?” she demanded.

      It was all she could say. As much as she might want to run to him and wrap her arms around him, feel the warmth and familiarity of her father, she wouldn’t allow herself to do it, not until she knew.

      “You saw what happened.”

      Carth shook her head. “I saw what I thought happened. Mother was killed. I thought the A’ras took her.”

      “They did not.”

      “I know they didn’t. Now. But I spent months blaming them.”

      “You know what really happened.”

      Carth squeezed her eyes shut as the image of her mother lying on the stones, not moving, raced to the front of her mind. It was a memory that haunted her at times, often keeping her awake long after she should have been asleep. “I know what happened to her. What happened to you?” She opened her eyes and fixed him with an accusatory expression.

      He didn’t shrink away from it. “The Hjan attempted to capture me. I was rescued by others.”

      “What others?”

      “The Reshian.”

      That surprised her. After seeing her father now alive, she hadn’t thought she could be surprised again, but she was.

      She had thought the Reshian wanted to work with her, that they recognized in her the same connection to the shadows. Was that not why they searched for her? “Why didn’t you find me sooner?”

      “Carthenne,” he started, stepping into the room.

      She raised a hand and he stopped. “Don’t. I deserve answers. You taught me about the shadows, but you never taught me! Why did I have to learn after you were gone? Why did I have to suffer—”

      “You never really suffered. I saw to that.”

      She closed her eyes. “You saw to that, which meant you could have revealed yourself as alive at any time. Why hide from me?”

      That he hadn’t come for her sooner might hurt more than anything.

      “Your mother wanted you in Nyaesh. The journey was dangerous, but she felt strongly that it needed to happen. I couldn’t dissuade her, and when you started flashing tendencies—”

      “What tendencies?”

      “The kind that told me you would be strong. The blood of Ih flows through your veins, Carthenne, but so does that of Lashasn.”

      Carth opened her mouth to respond, but stopped. “I’m from Ih-lash,” she said. “Of course it does.”

      He shook his head. “The people may have united, but the old bloodlines never did. There has always been those of Ih and those of Lashasn.”

      “Then why did you bring me to Nyaesh?”

      He glanced over his shoulder and sighed. “We don’t have much time, but I’ll share what I can, but to understand, you have to know the history of Ih-lash.”

      “I’ve heard the history. I know how Ih and Lashasn were unified.”

      Her father smiled. “Someone shared with you the story of Carthenne?”

      She nodded.

      “A shame it could not have been your mother. It was her idea to name you after her. She thought that you could bring true unity.”

      “But Ih-lash was unified, at least until it was destroyed!”

      “Unified in name, but not in spirit. Lashasn has always possessed a power that countered that of Ih, but when Carthenne created a peace—a lasting peace—those of true Lashasn blood dispersed, settling farther south, where they could use the magic of the fire that burned in them without fear that those of Ih would intervene.”

      Carth’s heart started to flutter and resisted any effort she made to slow it.

      “You mean the A’ras?”

      He nodded. “Your mother is descended from Lashasn, and I from Ih. We were never to marry, but…” He shook his head. “What choice did I have when I met her? She was always so radiant, practically glowing… I couldn’t help myself.”

      Tears formed in Carth’s eyes as she thought about her mother. She remembered her much the same way, always so caring, using what she knew of herbs and plants for healing.

      “But the A’ras use magic that’s different than what I’ve seen of Lashasn.”

      “Only because few who remain in Nyaesh can truly reach that power. Some can. Most use a reflection, the barest echo of the pure ability. Your mother thought you could touch it more deeply, which was why she wanted you trained in the only place she knew.”

      Carth thought about everything that had happened to her in the time since she’d lost her parents. Had it all been because of a centuries-old feud?

      “What do the Hjan have to do with any of it? They wanted to use the A’ras to attack the Reshian.”

      “I think the Hjan offered the A’ras something they did not believe possible. There are few enough within the A’ras who remember that they are descended from Lashasn, but of those who do, many would like to return Lashasn to what it had been. When the Hjan destroyed Ih-lash…” He shrugged.

      “Why? Why did they destroy Ih-lash?”

      “Too many of the shadow blessed remain, Carthenne. The Hjan do not understand that power, and cannot access it. They would rather destroy those with that power than risk having to face them.”

      It was the same thing Jhon had told her, which made her wonder if he had been working with the Reshian the entire time. “And now you’re with the Reshian?”

      He smiled warmly, a smile she had almost forgotten. “They saved me, Carth. Which was why I wanted you brought to me.”

      “Why couldn’t you find me before? Why did you abandon me?”

      Her father crossed the distance between them and placed his hands on her shoulders. She remembered the strength of his grip, but she had grown since she’d last seen him.

      Using strength augmented by the shadows, she jerked herself free.

      He studied her a moment. “Not abandoned, Carthenne. Never abandoned. It might have felt like you were alone, but I was always there, watching you.”

      Carth closed her eyes. “Watching, but not intervening. Like the time when the A’ras thought to confine me. Had I not managed to get free, what would the Hjan have done? Or when Ras captured me—what would have happened had he never released me?”

      “There is only so much I can do with the Hjan. When you escaped in Nyaesh, I had Jhon bring you from the city. It was time for you to learn from the Reshian, to continue your education.”

      “My education? There was never any continuation of my education! I was abducted in Odian.”

      “You should not have left the ship in Odian. It is a dangerous place.” He stepped back from her, watching her. “You’re back now. That’s all that matters. Now we can see you trained as you should be.”

      There was more she was missing. Why was the captain here? Why had the Levelan traveled to Wesjan? What did the Hjan have to do with it?

      More than that, how had she been used?

      If Jhon worked on her father’s behalf—and she had to believe that possible—then it meant he had kept things from her. All this time she’d been used by others. First by the A’ras and now the Reshian.

      “You could be one of us, Carthenne. That is what I want for you. A shadow born… you can help the Reshian find true peace, no longer fearing for the next A’ras attack. It’s the reason I allowed you to receive the training you did. Your mother… she wanted it so that you would know your talents, but I saw from the beginning that you had more capabilities than you let on. There’s so much more for you to know—”

      Carth turned away from him. She’d thought that her father had trained her so that she could use her shadow abilities, that his games had somehow equipped her for them, but it seemed that wasn’t entirely the case. The games hadn’t ended when he’d disappeared—they’d only begun a different one, a game where there was more at risk.

      “What do the Hjan have to do with any of this?” she asked.

      “The Hjan destroyed Ih-lash. When they attacked the A’ras, we thought we could pin them between both sides, but—”

      “But the Hjan convinced the A’ras to attack the Reshian.”

      He sighed, nodding. “Since Ih-lash was destroyed, we’ve watched the Hjan for years. We will find a way to stop them. That’s why we’re here.”

      “And I have faced them for years.” She thought back to the way Jhon had observed rather than gotten himself involved, and suddenly understood why he waited to take her from the north after the A’ras attack. “I returned here for a reason. I intend to stop them,” she said to her father.

      “Carth—”

      She shook her head, thinking of what she detected from the A’ras. “Why are you here? Why the A’ras?”

      “There will be peace, Carthenne. Real peace between the Reshian and the A’ras. Ih and Lashasn can stop warring. That’s why I’m here.”

      “How?”

      “Join the Reshian,” he said. “Then I’ll tell you.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      Her father met her eyes. “You’ve studied too long with the A’ras, Carthenne. I don’t know—”

      “You would have, had you come for me sooner. You could have known,” she said.

      “Carth—”

      “I intend to stop the Hjan. They’re here. Probably for the same reason as the Reshian. When I find out, you’ll see what the blood of Ih and of Lashasn will do when angry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          28

        

      

    
    
      Night had fallen by the time she returned to the dock. She saw no sign of Dara, nor of Guya. She’d spent much of the evening searching for both, but had found neither. That troubled her, but not as much as discovering that her father still lived, as well as what that meant. The small dinghy remained, telling her that Guya was still somewhere in the city, perhaps looking for her and Dara. The other girl had likely gone after those of Lashasn, though Carth should have probed more to understand where they might be.

      She still couldn’t believe her father lived. All these years she’d believed him gone, only for him to show up in Wesjan of all places. How much suffering had she endured, and how much could she have been spared had he only come sooner?

      Putting aside the emotional aspect of his reveal was difficult, but necessary. There would be a reason the Reshian were here. And she’d detected the A’ras. Could it mean open war?

      That would explain why the Hjan would have come. They could defeat both sides and secure the north unopposed.

      Why here?

      More than that, her father revealing himself meant that she could impede what they planned. Why else show himself now, and not long ago?

      Carth started thinking through all the things she knew. Wesjan had become the epicenter of whatever was about to take place. Powers seemed to converge here, not only the Hjan, her reason for coming, but the abducted girls, those of Lashasn and Reshian, and even those of A’ras, if what she’d detected was any indication.

      Yet, open war didn’t fit with what she’d seen of how the Hjan operated. They preferred moving in the background—she’d consider it the shadows, but they seemed to avoid the shadows—and orchestrating events, things like the A’ras fighting the Reshian, creating friction that would not have existed otherwise.

      A worried thought came to her.

      What if this had all been coordinated by the Hjan?

      Not her involvement. It was possible—especially as she had seen the way they despised those with her abilities—but she doubted the Hjan would have wanted her here. The rest of it, having everyone else coming to Wesjan, was that part of some plan of theirs?

      Stopping where she stood and dropping to the ground in the middle of the street, Carth started placing the pieces together, drawing a simple board on the ground to help her understand. She placed herself into the Hjan’s viewpoint, using the intent of both collection of power, and destruction of those with it.

      Had she not played with Ras, and had she not had the opportunity to practice with him, she would have struggled getting into that perspective. As soon as she did, she started moving the pieces together.

      Everything began to make a terrible sort of sense.

      The only problem was that she needed more information.

      Carth looked up and scanned the port. The Levelan remained there in the distance, anchored in the darkness. She’d seen the captain, but now she had to find out who else might remain on board.

      She made her way to the dinghy they’d used to row in from the stolen ship. The dock man there glanced at her and started to move so that he could stop her when she dropped into the boat, but she ignored him, quickly slicing through the ropes with her knife and pushing the boat away. Using the shadows, she made her way through the water and toward the Levelan.

      Carth maintained the connection to the shadows as she did, concealing herself until she reached the hull of the wide ship. She circled around it, looking for a rope, until she came upon the figurehead at the bow. Using this, she climbed quickly aboard.

      On the deck, she hesitated. It had been a long time since she’d been on the ship. At that time, she’d trusted that Jhon wanted to help her, but now she no longer was certain that he did. The others here should have wanted to help her as well, and she had thought they had, but wasn’t sure about that now either.

      How much had she believed that was false?

      Was either Adam or Tessa on board?

      That was the reason she’d come. She needed to find them, to see if they might know something that could help her.

      Carth made her way toward the stairs and down. She checked each of the doors along the hall but found nothing.

      The last door led to the room she’d shared with Jhon. When she pushed it open, a lantern glowed with a soft light. Jhon sat up.

      Carth released the hold on her shadows.

      “Carthenne,” he said.

      “No. Don’t.”

      “We’ve been searching for you.”

      “By we, you mean my father. You knew he lived, that he was Reshian, and didn’t tell me.”

      Jhon’s breath caught. She had wondered how he’d respond, and that was proof enough. “You saw him. So he is here.”

      Carth frowned. “You didn’t know?”

      He shook his head. “We were taking you to meet him. He had asked you to be brought to him. When we lost you—”

      “When Ras abducted me, you mean.”

      Jhon sat on the edge of the bed. He rubbed his eyes but said nothing.

      A part of her had wondered if Jhon and her father had used her to draw Ras out. That would have been the final betrayal. Her father hadn’t shared anything more with her, so it still might be.

      “How long have you known my father lived?” When he still didn’t answer, Carth took a step toward him and raised her voice. “How long?”

      He sighed. “Long enough that you should have been told. It was not my choice to keep that from you.”

      “Was it his?” That might hurt more than anything else. Why wouldn’t her father have wanted to come for her?

      “You don’t understand these things, Carth. There was a need for secrecy, especially with what they’ve been dealing with regarding the Hjan.”

      “And you’re here to stop the Hjan?”

      “The Hjan? They weren’t supposed to be here. The Reshian came here to make a bargain.”

      Carth hadn’t expected that. If it was true, why wouldn’t her father have told her?

      “What kind of bargain?”

      “The Hjan continue to attack both the Reshian and the A’ras. Both sides have agreed to a bargain to protect themselves from the attacks. That’s why we’re here.”

      “And Ras?” He stared at her, not answering. She bent down, meeting his eyes. “You knew of him. Just as you knew of the Reshian when we first met.”

      He nodded. “I knew of him. All who know of Lashasn know of Ras. He’s key to making this work, which is why I’ve been trying to broker a truce.”

      She grunted. “That’s why we were in Odian.” His lack of answer was all she needed. “Was I a part of it?”

      “You have Lashasn blood, Carthenne. Ras would see that.”

      “Why?”

      “The true heirs to Lashasn were key to any truce. But you weren’t to be involved. I tried warning you to stay on the ship. Leaving was dangerous, but we had no choice. Odian is the only place to stop for leagues.”

      Carth took a step back. She had been used by everyone, played like some game piece. She really was the Stone. “What are you doing here, then? If the Reshian and the A’ras seek a bargain, why are you still on the ship?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Jhon? Why are you still here?”

      Carth didn’t think any others were still on board. She hadn’t seen them when she’d come on board and doubted they were here. And if they weren’t, but Jhon was…

      She didn’t understand, but she didn’t like that she didn’t understand the way this was playing out.

      “This agreement. What is it?” she asked.

      “I’m not Reshian, Carth. I don’t know.”

      She had to find the answer. It was tied to the reason the Hjan were here, and she couldn’t leave them to attack, not when both the Reshian and the A’ras might be here. She’d seen how deadly they were. There wasn’t anyone really able to stop them… other than her.

      Carth started to turn away when she remembered the books of her mother’s. They remained under her pillow as before, and she slipped them into her pocket. Her father might be alive, but that didn’t change the fact that she had so little of her mother remaining. Only these books, and the ring she wore on her necklace.

      “Where are you going?”

      Carth paused at the door. “The Hjan are here. Whatever bargain might be struck is in danger. I’m going to ensure the Hjan don’t interfere.”

      As she climbed up the stairs and onto the deck of the ship, Jhon followed her. “This is a chance for peace, Carthenne. If the Hjan have come, that will fail.”

      She didn’t turn. “Does it matter?”

      “I told you about your namesake. She tried ending the war, but there was too much between the two peoples to stop it. Those of Ih—”

      “The Reshian.”

      Jhon nodded. “And those of Lashasn continued to fight. Eventually, one magic would overcome the other. Your parents knew that, but they had hoped…”

      She hesitated. “What had they hoped?”

      Jhon sighed. “It doesn’t matter. Your father will tell you, but don’t let the Hjan ruin the chance for real peace.”

      “I don’t intend to.” With that, she jumped into the boat floating below her.

      Carth rowed slowly through the water, trying to figure out where she would find the Hjan, and the others. This wasn’t about only the Lashasn, or the Reshian; this was now about something more, only she wasn’t certain how she would reach it.

      As she rowed, feeling the shadows swirling around her, a twisting nausea rolled through her stomach.

      Carth held the oar, frozen for a moment.

      She’d known that sensation before, but it had been a while since she’d detected it.

      The last time… the last time had been when she’d sensed the Hjan on the ship. Prior to that, she had noted it in Nyaesh, when the Hjan had attacked.

      Was it possible that she had a way to find the Hjan?

      They wouldn’t necessarily know that she did. If she could track them using the nausea—and possibly even the sense of the A’ras magic that she’d picked up on before—she might actually have a chance at finding them.

      Carth began rowing with more intensity, staring into the dark, a plan slowly forming in her mind.
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      The sense of magic led Carth to the outskirts of the city, and from there she made her way quickly into the darkness. The steady flickering of nausea told her that she headed in the right direction, the constant waves leaving her nearly retching and barely able to stay upright. She managed. Somehow, she managed.

      There was no sense of A’ras magic, though.

      She had detected it earlier in the day, she had been certain of that. Where had it gone? There had been something when she’d found her father, and now… now there was no sense of that same fire.

      Carth held on to the shadows.

      She didn’t worry that the Reshian might be aware of her. In some ways, she wanted them to know that she was here. They might have helped her before, but now she didn’t know what role they would play.

      As she moved in the night, she began to sense a slight pressure. It wasn’t much, barely enough for her to be certain that was what she detected, but it was there.

      She slipped off the path she took, veering into a dense thicket of trees. Rock rose around her and created a small cove that she hid within.

      There was another flicker of nausea.

      Carth waited, wondering if it would disappear, but it didn’t.

      She held on to her shadows, moving forward within the cloaking she formed. The rocks parted, and she discovered a campsite. Nearly a dozen were arranged within the camp, all bound with arms behind their backs. Carth studied them and realized that she recognized the girl she’d left to Talun. These were the captives able to reach the S’al.

      She held on to the shadows with as much strength as she could. If she made a mistake, those with the power they possessed would be able to overwhelm her, especially if they were able to reach their abilities. She didn’t know how strong any of them were, but if their powers were even close to what Ras possessed, they would be formidable.

      “They should be here soon,” Carth overheard. This was a deep voice, one that sounded tortured, as if ragged from yelling.

      “Not soon enough.”

      Carth tensed.

      She recognized that voice.

      Ras.

      What would he be doing here?

      The first man had to have been one of the Hjan, but why would Ras be with him? She’d seen his hatred for the Hjan. She had noted that he would do anything to stop them.

      Hadn’t she?

      Carth crept closer. She needed to know what was happening here, and if she could use the shadows, she might be able to listen in. If Ras attacked, she would be forced to abandon that plan. She hadn’t beaten him the last time she’d faced him and she didn’t think she would manage any better this time, but she could at least obtain information.

      “Why am I here, Bris?” Ras asked. From where Carth stood, she noted a soft glow coming from him, enough that she could pick up on it, though she wondered if the Hjan could say the same.

      “You are here to protect your position. Don’t think we haven’t noticed your little establishment.”

      Carth imagined Ras getting angry, but he kept his voice even, projecting now in her direction. Had he noticed her?

      “My establishment?” he asked. “You mistake what I do for something much grander.”

      “We don’t make mistakes.”

      “No? Then the rumor about your loss in Nyaesh is just that?”

      “There was no loss in Nyaesh.”

      “You would have me believe you intended to lose the city after you invested so much?”

      “Believe what you will. You’re here now.”

      “I’m here,” Ras said.

      Carth snuck forward, crawling as she held on to the shadows, but she feared moving too quickly. If she did, she would lose control of the shadow magic and risk exposure. Going slowly… that offered her the chance to remain hidden.

      “Why them?” Ras asked.

      Carth recognized his tone as indifference, but she knew better.

      What game was Ras playing?

      It had to be a game, didn’t it? He didn’t want to be here and didn’t want to help the Hjan, so why had he come? What threat would they be able to hold over him to coax him here?

      “They’re to ensure your compliance. Don’t think we haven’t discovered.”

      Ras seemed to frown, though from this distance and in the darkness, she couldn’t be certain. “If you intend to destroy the Reshian, you will have a better chance without me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. We have seen the power you possess with what you call the S’al. If nothing else, you will be able to hold them back while we do what is needed.”

      She crept back. Why was Ras here? There would be an angle for him, but she had to figure it out. What game did he play?

      As she tried to understand, Carth detected a slow burning sensation that started deep within her, a sense as if her blood burned. It was a sense she knew, but had not detected with such strength in months.

      The A’ras. She knew they were here—they would have to be, especially if there was to be some sort of treaty—but she hadn’t seen any sign of them, other than in the city when she’d trailed the captain.

      Carth crept back, moving into the shadows, and focused on where she detected the A’ras. She needed to see who led them, and whether any peace attempt would actually hold.

      Not too far from her, she detected the A’ras. There wasn’t a pulse of power like there would be when they attacked. This was the steady sense of the power building, the preparation for what was to come.

      Keeping Ras—and the Hjan—in view, she had to find where the A’ras hid. The Reshian wanted to make a bargain with the A’ras, but with the Hjan here, and the girls they had captured, this was a setup for a slaughter.

      And Wesjan—and the rest of the north—would be caught in the middle.

      Carth continued moving back until she reached the start of the mountains. She followed it around, using the sense and awareness of the A’ras to guide her. As she did, she maintained the connection to the shadows, keeping herself concealed. The sense of the A’ras magic continued to build.

      As she rounded a corner, she encountered the A’ras.

      Nearly three hundred by her quick count, and all heavily armed. Power emanated from them, the same power she detected burning through her veins. It called to her, almost demanding she join it.

      This many A’ras would be nearly all of those she’d seen while in Nyaesh. They might not be a full match for the power of the Hjan, but they would pose a danger, especially in such numbers. She didn’t know how many of the Hjan they might face, but this many should at least pose a problem for them, especially if they worked with the Reshian.

      Was that why they were here? If they managed to establish peace, then the A’ras with the Reshian would be formidable. Ih and Lashasn would truly be united.

      Why did she have a feeling the Hjan would not allow for that?

      Nausea flickered in her stomach and disappeared.

      The Hjan moved.

      Carth had to act, but doing so meant finding a way to ensure the agreement that had brought both the A’ras and the Reshian here. Now that she knew where to find the A’ras, she could help, especially if she could find Invar, but where was the old master?

      Carth needed to find him. If anyone would be able to provide her with information about what was taking place, it would be him. Making her way around the line of A’ras, she nearly lost control of her shadows when she saw Alison.

      They had been friends from the moment Carth had come to the palace. No others had befriended her, not the same way Alison had, and Carth valued her friendship. She had been the one person she’d struggled with losing when she’d left the palace, but Alison hadn’t understood what Carth had needed to do. She had never understood the competing magic she possessed, though Carth hadn’t really understood it either. All she knew was that she had access to magic that others did not.

      Alison might know where to find Invar, but revealing herself to her risked others discovering. Until she knew what was happening here, and until she knew they had come to a peace agreement with the Reshian—and what the Hjan intended—she needed to be discreet.

      Moving along the line, she found a cluster of A’ras talking to each other. One of them stood to the side, hands clasped behind his back. Even if she didn’t recognize his face, she would recognize the thin form of Invar.

      How would she draw his attention?

      Anything she did risked the others noticing her as well.

      Unless… Carth used a hint of A’ras magic, pulsing the power through the knife he’d given her.

      It was barely anything. Not much power at all. But it carried a certain signature, one she thought might draw Invar.

      There weren’t many with the ability to detect another’s use of power. Carth could, and she knew Invar could, but among the rest of the A’ras, there weren’t many who possessed the same ability. Was that the secret of the Lashasn? Was that the secret Invar hid?

      Invar looked up. He cocked his head to the side and stared into the night a moment before looking back toward the others.

      Carth cursed under her breath. That hadn’t been enough.

      She repeated the pulse, this time using a particular pattern he’d asked of her when she’d worked with him.

      It had the desired effect.

      He looked around, eventually turning toward where she stood. She didn’t want to release the shadows, but needed him to know where to find her, so she pulsed her A’ras power once more.

      Invar started toward her.

      Carth backed away from the A’ras, taking a position between some rocks so that she would obscure herself. From there, she waited, pulsing her power one more time so that she could draw Invar.

      When he approached, she lowered her shadow cloak.

      “Ms. Rel. I thought I detected something of your signature. I thought you were traveling with the Reshian to better understand your other ability?”

      “That’s what I thought as well,” she said.

      “Then why have you returned?”

      “Who leads the A’ras in the peace accords?” she asked.

      He studied her a moment, his mouth turning into a deep frown. “That, I am afraid, is not something I can share with you.”

      “I know you’re here to come to terms with the Reshian.”

      She watched him. His reaction would tell her whether the Reshian worked with the A’ras now, or whether there was something else she had to worry about. Invar, always so composed, barely flinched.

      There was some reaction, though. Enough that she knew what she’d said bothered him.

      Pieces started coming together for her. “This wasn’t only about a peace accords, was it? You knew the Hjan were coming here.”

      “Always so astute, Ms. Rel. You would have done well continuing your studies in Nyaesh.”

      “I wasn’t wanted in Nyaesh.”

      “Only because most were too blinded to know what you could offer.” He sighed. “But you are right. We knew rumors of a peace agreement would draw them.”

      And the flickering of power, the sense that she’d picked up near the A’ras and near the Reshian, made it clear that the Hjan were aware of both sides.

      They wanted them to come here.

      Carth revised her strategy as Ras would have done.

      The Hjan had not only used the peace accords to draw two enemies here, the had maneuvered their opponents here and had made them think they came by choice. It was enough to impress her.

      “You’re doing what they want,” Carth said.

      Invar shook his head. “The intelligence is sound, Ms. Rel.”

      “They know what you intend and they will attack.”

      Invar nodded. “So we have heard. They have smuggled weapons here.”

      Carth snorted. Weapons? “Is that what you think, Invar? They’re not weapons, they’re girls. Perhaps girls with some power, but they’re girls.”

      “We were willing to ally with the Reshian if it meant preventing the Hjan from gaining a foothold here. You’ve suffered beneath them, so you of all people must understand why they need to be stopped.”

      And the Hjan would have known that, which would be why they had brought the girls, but why? What did the girls have that would give the Hjan an advantage?

      Power surged, this time the sense of the A’ras magic. As it did, the shadows swirled. At first, she thought the timing coordinated, but seeing Invar’s pinched expression, she realized something was off.

      “It would appear that Reshian have attacked the A’ras,” he said.

      Carth frowned, focusing on what she detected. There were distinct signatures, enough that she realized they were all getting maneuvered in such a way that they Hjan would win. “From what I can detect, the A’ras have attacked the Reshian.”

      “They would not. I personally oversaw the alliance, Ms. Rel.”

      Everything she knew flashed through Carth’s mind. The Reshian. The A’ras. Even the Lashasn and Ih. Much of it began to come together.

      Invar started away from her.

      “Invar!”

      He turned. “Ms. Rel, I have the A’ras to coordinate—and, it appears, an alliance to renew.”

      “The A’ras. They’re descended from Lashasn, aren’t they?”

      His eyes narrowed, the most emotion she’d ever seen from him. “How is it that you’ve learned this?”

      “The flame. That’s the same as what Lashasn refer to as the S’al, isn’t it?” When he didn’t answer, she went on. “There are some descended more directly, aren’t there? They’re the ones who can reach all of the A’ras flame.”

      He nodded slowly. “There are not many who know this, Ms. Rel. It is dangerous for me even to acknowledge.”

      “I think it’s more dangerous if you don’t. I am descended from it as well, aren’t I?”

      “I do not know. The talents you display are more than most who have ability with the A’ras magic, but true connection to the Lashasn magic is rare.”

      “That’s what the Hjan are after.”

      His brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

      “The girls the Hjan have abducted. They’re descendants of Lashasn. And the Hjan would use them to continue the war. You have to stop the attack,” Carth said to Invar.

      “There are no descendants of the Lashasn.”

      “There are. I have seen them. They are here. The Hjan brought them here.”

      Invar scratched at his chin. “Can you prove what you say?”

      Carth didn’t know if she could. It meant finding the Hjan, and with their ability to flicker, she would lose them as soon as she found them. Discovering them again would take luck along with skill.

      But could they draw them out?

      “What if I can?”

      “The treaty would continue,” Invar said, “but there are those who will fight it, especially if the Reshian attack. As it appears now.”

      “This isn’t the Reshian.” She felt that within her, with more certainty than she felt many things.

      “Can you prove it?”

      “I can feel it, Invar.”

      He squeezed his eyes closed. “What do you ask of me, Ms. Rel?”

      “We have to keep them from attacking.”

      “How do you propose to succeed?”

      “I know the leader of the Reshian.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What do you intend?”

      Her mind began racing, trying to think through the different moves. Each time, she came up with the same answer—she didn’t know enough about what the Hjan intended. If she could understand what they wanted, or even how they might move, she would be able to counter them. “Convince them to meet as planned. If you can, you might be able to hold the Hjan off.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      “That’s not an option.”
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* * *

      The treaty was to be signed at dawn. Carth appreciated the significance, a mixture of light and dark, a blending of the two powers. Now that she’d spoken to Invar, all Carth had to do now was speak to her father.

      Finding him was easier than she’d expected. Using the shadows, she was able to track how they flowed, the strange way they bent around him. Had she not known he was out there, and that he had the same ability as her, she wasn’t sure whether she would have been able to track him this way.

      As it was, she flowed on the shadows, through a barrier of the shadows, until she reached him.

      Much like the A’ras, the Reshian were camped not too far from the treaty site.

      When she appeared, her father noticed immediately.

      “Carthenne. You should not be here.”

      She glanced at the others, disappointed to see that Adam was among them now. He had been aboard the ship, and she had thought he was more reasonable than some of the others, but maybe the presumed attack made it so he had to rejoin the Reshian.

      “The treaty needs to move forward quickly. The Hjan intend to attack.”

      “We will proceed as planned. The Hjan cannot use the power of the S’al, Carthenne. They can’t use the shadows either. That is why they have never fully gained a hold here.”

      “And why they would prefer that both sides destroy each other,” she said.

      Her father opened his mouth before closing it again.

      “They have found descendants of Lashasn. True descendants. That’s what you detected.”

      “There are no descendants beyond what Nyaesh protects,” her father said.

      “Had you only been willing to listen to me, you would know there are.” Anger surged in her and she pulled on both shadows and the A’ras flame, the power making her strong. “I am proof that both can coexist, Father. This needs to happen or the war will continue. Think about how long you’ve wanted it to end. How long have the Reshian faced the A’ras?”

      She released her connection to both powers. She might need that strength, and the more she used it now, the less she would be able to when she actually needed it.

      “I… I don’t know.” Her father glanced at the others with him. Carth knew only Adam, and none of the others, but she hoped they would see the sense in working together. If they didn’t, if they continued to push, then she had little doubt that the A’ras would fight back. Playing out the possibilities, she saw no way it could end without either side weakened.

      And then the Hjan could attack.

      “Father, I have seen how this will go. Think this through.”

      Adam leaned toward her father. “The shadow born can be impulsive, but I’ve never seen her do anything that would put the Reshian in danger.”

      She took a breath, wanting to thank him but not wanting to say anything more to her father.

      Convincing Invar had been easy compared to what she needed to do with her father.

      But then, he’d been attacked by the A’ras in Nyaesh. He had seen a betrayal, when he had wanted nothing more than to protect her. In his eyes, he had lost his wife because of that betrayal.

      “The Hjan want only to stop this. Please, if not for me, do this for Mother.”

      “Why do you think I came in the first place?”

      Carth breathed out. At least the A’ras and the Reshian would come to terms. Now all she had to deal with was the Hjan.

      Why did that make her the most nervous?
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      Carth circled around the outside of the treaty site, remaining concealed as she did, and holding on to the connection to the A’ras magic as well. Not A’ras. Lashasn. Like her mother.

      Carth fingered the ring she wore around her neck and, on impulse, slipped it on. Her mother would have wanted her to wear it. The metal pierced the skin of her finger, but it was not unpleasant. As it did, she felt a surge in her connection to the A’ras magic.

      Always, it had been difficult for her to reach the A’ras magic. There was some resistance, and it burned when she tried to reach it, but this time, now that she wore the ring, it came to her almost easily, as easily as the shadows came to her.

      She smiled, wishing her mother were here with her, but knowing that what she did would make her mother happy. Her mother had wanted her to reach the A’ras magic, and she had wanted peace between the A’ras and the Reshian. If nothing else, Carth could honor her memory by doing that.

      She searched for signs of the Hjan. There was little doubt in her mind that they would appear, especially now that the treaty moved forward. What she didn’t know was if the Hjan would attack directly, or if they would use the girls they’d taken and continue to create division, trying to force the Reshian and the A’ras to fight each other.

      That was the move she had to anticipate.

      So far, she thought she’d managed to remain ahead of them, but it might not last. The Reshian and the A’ras were two pieces, and she had to be the more powerful piece, maneuvering around them.

      If she placed herself in the Hjan’s position, she would try to get the A’ras and Reshian to attack each other—but what else would she do?

      There were countless strategies she could consider, too many for her to account for, which was why she had to keep the Hjan from attacking.

      A flicker of nausea came. After it did, she felt the pressure of A’ras—or Lashasn—magic.

      It was close.

      Carth hurried toward it, pulling the shadows around her. As she approached what she’d detected, she noted how it was near the Reshian, close enough that they would be in danger.

      Using the shadows, she wrapped them around the Reshian.

      It was the only way she could think of to keep them safe. She had to hold on to the concealment, not sure whether she could, but needing to maintain it so they weren’t attacked. Creeping forward, she found the source of the attack.

      Dara.

      What was she doing here? How had the Hjan captured her?

      No answers came. All that came was power from Dara, more than she would have ever known her capable of producing.

      It surged from her, with a strength that Carth couldn’t fully believe. How had she missed that?

      And Carth was responsible for bringing her here.

      “Dara?”

      Dara ignored her, attacking with bright violence.

      Carth did the only thing she could think of and countered with shadows.

      She wrapped the other woman in them, using the one thing her new friend feared, the one thing Carth had not wanted to use on her when learning how much she had feared the shadow magic. It stopped the attack, preventing her from using her power against the Reshian.

      Dara convulsed and turned toward Carth, throwing a mixture of power at her. She used the shadows to resist, but restricted her power, avoiding using too much, not wanting to harm Dara.

      She was strong, and had Carth not faced Ras, she might not know how to counter it, but she was able to use the connection to the shadows and remembered what he had done to suppress her ability.

      Dara’s attack failed and she fell.

      Carth ran over to her. Why would she have attacked? Was this why Ras was here, or was there another reason? What was she missing?

      All Carth wanted to do was help her. “Easy,” she said soothingly, reaching for Dara, who trembled, then started convulsing, her entire body shaking. As Dara continued to convulse, her eyes held a blank stare as she looked up at Carth—a glassy-eyed expression.

      Had Dara not been in control of herself?

      It was possible she wasn’t. The Dara she knew wouldn’t have attacked her. She had feared those from Ih, not wanted to attack.

      Why then?

      Unless… could the Hjan have done something?

      The idea terrified her, left her feeling a cold chill deep within her.

      Was that the Hjan secret she had feared?

      The idea seemed terrifying if true. If the Hjan could control someone, could force them to attack against their will, who could stand against it?

      Her breath caught and her mind raced.

      She had thought this a board with different sides, but what if the Hjan were responsible for allowing only one side to play? What if they prevented anything else from taking place?

      It would be dangerous if true.

      She left Dara and moved on, hurrying back toward the Reshian camp.

      As she did, she noted how the shadows shifted.

      They stretched away from her, drawn from her. This was a shadow born using them. There weren’t many shadow born, at least as far as she knew, so even one moving the shadows was significant.

      That was the key, wasn’t it? That was the reason the Hjan had wanted the two sides here. If the Hjan could control a shadow born, and they could control those descended from Lashasn, they wouldn’t need to possess the power themselves. They would have it.

      They only needed to ensure that any who might oppose them were removed.

      A’ras power surged, this time toward her.

      As it did, she realized that she’d been playing the game the wrong way all along. She had played according to rules that were wrong, rules that applied when she thought about the game a certain way, but not rules that seemed to apply to the Hjan.

      They hadn’t been trying to pit the A’ras and the Reshian against each other to destroy them; they wanted their power, which meant removing threats to that power, but bringing it together so they could claim it.

      Carth unsheathed her knife. One day, she would have to craft her own knife, but for now, she was thankful Ras had returned this one to her. It was a knife meant for one shadow born, a knife that she could use to press the shadows through, one that had once been her fathers.

      Her stomach rolled with nausea.

      Carth attacked.

      Shadows and flame leapt away from her, streaking in the direction from which she’d felt the nausea.

      The man who had flickered near her watched her with angry eyes. “Shadow born.”

      Carth glared at him. “Your attack will fail.”

      “It has already succeeded. How many of the Reshian do you think will survive? How many of the A’ras? Now that we control those in power—”

      “You don’t control me.”

      “You have no power.”

      “Don’t I?”

      The man grinned. “What do you think you can do? How many can you save?”

      “More than you understand.”

      His grin widened. “You can’t hold me forever, not if you intend to help.”

      Carth sliced her knife through his arm, releasing a hint of the shadow magic and mixing it with the A’ras flame.

      He screamed.

      As Carth watched the shadows and the flame work through him, she gave a slight push upon it, forcing the magics beneath his skin. He shook, and she could feel him trying to flicker and escape, but there was nothing he could do.

      She understood why the Hjan feared her. She could hold them. Using the combination of her abilities, she would be able to trap them. That was the reason they feared her, and the reason they wanted to remove the threat of the Reshian and the A’ras.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I can hold you,” she said.

      He screamed again, and again he tried escaping, but the way she’d used the combined effect of her magic held him.

      His scream drew others.

      Hjan flickered around her. Two, then three, then six.

      With them came A’ras—or Lashasn, she realized—they controlled, as well as one who controlled the shadows. That was the secret move she had missed, the play she had not expected. There were several A’ras she recognized, and the shadow born she detected… there was real power there.

      Her breath caught. In spite of everything, she was still surprised to learn it was her father.

      Shadow and A’ras warred, with Carth caught in the middle like the Tsatsun Stone. The Hjan flickered from place to place, trying to attack, but she held them off with the combination of shadow and flame.

      One of the Hjan reached her. She cut him with the knife, pressing her magic into him as she did.

      Another reached her.

      She did the same.

      Three Hjan were down.

      The others continued to attack, circling her.

      The attack shifted. Now, those of A’ras pressed in, and she felt the swaying of shadows as they neared.

      The Hjan would be caught in the middle. With her. If they succeeded, they would destroy all of the north. If they controlled the Reshian and the A’ras, none would be safe. They would be able to move openly. Carth felt deeply within her that could not happen.

      Even were the A’ras and the Reshian to succeed, would they be safe? If they reached a bargain with each other, would it matter?

      The Hjan had shown they had the ability to continue to overcome them, especially if they really had some way to control them. In time, they would attack again—would she be able to stop them the next time?

      Power surged around her. She felt it, and somehow it didn’t affect her.

      She was the Stone in the middle.

      It was time for her to push back.

      What could she do?

      How could she fight against strength like this?

      Her mind twisted through the possibilities, thinking about what she’d experienced. Ras who had wanted to protect those he cared about, people she now understood to be the descendants of Lashasn. Her father, even though he’d abandoned her, had wanted to protect the Reshian. Invar, who had fought against the Hjan, knowing the A’ras could not withstand their strength.

      How could she help?

      Carth had to do something. She might be the only one who could. Who else could hold the Hjan in place and prevent them from attacking? Who else had stopped them when they had nearly overcome Nyaesh?

      This was her fight. This was her game.

      Carth reached for the shadows, drawing as many as she could to her, and mixed with that the A’ras flame she could reach, her mother’s ring helping her touch more than she could before. Flame and shadow mixed, overpowering the nausea of the flickering Hjan. Stronger and stronger, now drawn through her knife, through her, filling her…

      As it did, she saw what needed to be done, saw the moves she had to make as if it played out across as Tsatsun board.

      She released the power.

      It exploded from her.

      The attacks stopped.

      Shadows parted. The burning beneath her skin faded. Even the flickering nausea eased.

      She glanced to Invar, who watched her with an interested expression. Her father wore a confused expression which faded, becoming angry as he turned his attention to the Hjan. He recognized what had happened, and how he had almost been used.

      That left the Hjan.

      The dawn sky grew brighter.

      Invar with the A’ras, with Alison and Samis watching her, matching expressions of shock on their faces, stood opposite the Reshian, with her father leading them. And then there were the Hjan.

      They were opposite the other two sides, like three points of a triangle, or three players of a dangerous game.

      No, she decided. There were four, and she knew the only strategy that would succeed.

      She stepped toward the Hjan. “You failed.”

      One of them came toward her. She thought she’d seen him before. Like so many of the Hjan, he had a long scar that ran around the side of his face. What did they hide beneath the scar? She’d need to understand them better, but that would come later.

      “This is not over.”

      “It is. The A’ras and Reshian will make peace. The Hjan will fail. You cannot continue to control them, not with me involved.” She stepped toward him. “You can choose whether to join the treaty or to continue your attacks. Know that if you continue, I will do all that is in my power to destroy you.”

      The man smiled. “You? What makes you think you can—”

      She flowed toward him on the shadows, and her knife cut him across the chest. She pressed shadows and A’ras flame into him. Like the other Hjan she’d attacked, he screamed.

      “What did you do?” he demanded.

      “Who else will speak for the Hjan?”

      A man with bright green eyes stepped forward. He had no scar and carried himself with authority. He studied her, and for a moment, she thought she felt pressure against her head. Flames burned through her, as if she called upon the magic without intending to, and then eased.

      The man nodded. “It seems we’re at an impasse.” The words reminded her of the game she’d played with Ras, the one that had freed her from her prison.

      Carth frowned. Had he tried to control her? Did her combination of magic protect her?

      She glanced back to her father, and then to Invar. A treaty needed to be made. That was the entire reason they were here, and she would see it succeed. That treaty might be the only way the Hjan could not reach the north. They must make their treaty.

      What of the Hjan? How did she handle the threat of the Hjan?

      Carth played out different scenarios in her mind, but none brought peace, none other than one in which the treaty included the Hjan.

      There was only way toward lasting peace.

      “There will be peace,” she said, looking to the A’ras and the Reshian before turning back to the green-eyed Hjan. “There will be an accord signed.”

      Invar and then her father nodded.

      Turning to the Hjan, she waited, ready for him to refuse, prepared to slide forward on the shadows and attack him as well if she needed to, but it proved unnecessary.

      “We will accept.” With those words, all of the other Hjan flickered and disappeared, leaving only the green-eyed man remaining.
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      As Carth made her way back toward the docks, she stopped when she saw a familiar figure standing, almost as if waiting for her. He leaned on one of the posts of the dock, and in the dinghy behind him, she noted Jhon along with Captain Isan.

      “Was this your plan, Ras?” she asked.

      A slow smile parted his lips. “This was not my plan. I wanted nothing to do with this, but you disappeared and the Hjan… It no longer matters. You have seen the descendants of Lashasn are safe.”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “I came only to protect them.”

      “You haven’t left Odian in some time, have you?”

      He shook his head. “When I heard of the treaty, I knew what would happen.”

      Carth should have too, but she’d missed that move. That troubled her. She should have seen what they would have planned.

      “The A’ras could train them.”

      Ras shook his head. “The A’ras could teach them some of what they are capable of, but not all.” Light briefly surged from him. “Much like you would not have been able to learn all that you needed from them.”

      Carth shook her head. “You offer to teach me now?”

      “What is there to teach, shadow born? You have proven a keen mind, and a master of Tsatsun.”

      Carth looked to Jhon. “You’re with them?” she asked Ras.

      He stared back at her without saying anything.

      Carth stared at Jhon, her mind racing. She had thought she’d beaten Ras at Tsatsun, but what if he had played her? As she stared at him, she convinced herself that she saw a hint of a smile, but then it faded.

      “What of me?” she asked. She looked back toward Wesjan and saw Guya watching her. Where had he been and what did he wait for?

      “That hasn’t changed, Carthenne,” Jhon said. “You could still learn from the Reshian. We will take you where you need to go to learn. You’ve seen your father’s strength. There is more than only strength, a reason to what he has done, but he should be the one to explain.”

      Carth considered the offer. She wanted to learn about her shadow abilities, and seeing that her father was shadow born made it clear she could learn from him, but she wasn’t sure she was ready for that.

      “I think… I think I’m done letting others show me what they think I should learn,” she said. “It’s time for me to decide.”

      Ras nodded. “A bold move. I would expect nothing less from the woman who plays such a decisive game of Tsatsun.”

      “A necessary one.”

      Jhon looked from her to Ras. “Where will you go?” he asked.

      She looked toward the Goth Spald in the distance. She thought she knew what she would do, but it involved seeing if Guya was willing to still help. She still didn’t know what had happened to him while she’d secured the peace, but had her suspicions.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think I have to know yet. Wherever it is, I intend to ensure the Hjan do not violate the Accords.”

      “And if they do?” Ras asked.

      Carth smiled grimly. “I will be there.”

      Jhon watched her, saying nothing. Ras smiled, a flash of light coming as he breathed out. She expected him to try to convince her, but he did not, instead leaving with Jhon as they rowed away from the dock, leaving her standing alone.

      Carth watched, waiting until they disappeared before turning. Guya waited there with Dara. Carth had brought her off the plains, not certain what she would do. She hadn’t seen Guya since they’d arrived in Wesjan, and she had been surprised to find him waiting for her.

      “You didn’t want to go with them?” Guya asked.

      “I think it’s time I take control of my life.”

      Guya laughed. “Control? Seems like you took control from the moment we met.”

      Carth looked toward the Levelan. Was that Ras standing on the bow watching her?

      “This is different. This is my choice. And Talun?” She figured Guya had dealt with him.

      “Fool thought to linger in Wesjan after he came. I found him, and my ship.”

      “I see that. What happened to him.”

      “Talun don’t have the Goth Spald anymore.”

      “No? And the crew?”

      He shrugged.

      Carth wondered what he might have done but realized it didn’t matter. She turned to Dara. “You could go with Ras.”

      “I think… I think I would prefer to stay with you.”

      “I can’t teach you what he could. If you’re descended from Lashasn…”

      Carth didn’t know what that meant, though she was descended from Lashasn as well. She could go with Ras, learn to use the S’al—the same magic the A’ras called the flame—but she had chosen not to. It was time she lived alone. Time she understood herself.

      “I will learn something else from you.”

      Carth smiled, surprised Dara would want to stay with her. “I don’t know where I’m going, but if Captain Guya is willing, I’d like to travel with him.”

      He looked at her with an unreadable expression. “Aye? Now that I got the Spald back, I could use a new crew. Hard life, being a sailor. No real home for us, other than the ship, but you get to see a bit of the world. Might encounter a different kind of danger.”

      Carth looked out into the harbor, toward the Goth Spald, and smiled. There was more she wanted to see, and she intended to ensure the Hjan complied with the accords. If they didn’t, she intended to do as she had promised.

      For now, there was peace. The Reshian and the A’ras would no longer war. The north was safe.

      In time, she would discover what else the Hjan wanted, but not now. Now… now she would be on her own, travel where she wanted.

      Carth studied the Goth Spald. “That, I think, sounds like what I’m looking for.”
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* * *

      Carth’s story will continue in 2017 with 3 more books in the series! Sign up here to get notified when it will be released.

      If you’d like to read more about Carth when she’s in full control of her abilities, check out the Sighted Assassin series, with book 1, The Binders Game, featuring Carth later in her life. She’s also in the Dark Ability series, but not until the final two books.
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* * *

      I’m excited to share with you book 1 of a new series, The Lost Prophecy: The Threat of Madness, available for preorder now!
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      The arrival of the mysterious Magi, along with their near invincible guardians, signals a change. For Jakob, apprentice historian and son of a priest longing for adventure, it begins an opportunity.

      When his home is attacked, Jakob ventures out with the his master, traveling alongside the Magi, beginning a journey that will take him far from home and everything he has ever known. As he travels, he gains surprising skill with the sword but begins to develop strange abilities, along with a growing fear that the madness which has claimed so many has come for him.

      With a strange darkness rising in the north, and powers long thought lost beginning to return, the key to survival is discovering the answer to a lost prophecy. Only a few remain with the ability to find it, and they begin to suspect that Jakob has a pivotal role to play.
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