
  
    [image: The War for Ezryn]
  


  
    
      THE WAR FOR EZRYN

      BOOKS 1-2

    

    
      
        R. S. PENNEY

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2023 R.S. Penney

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2023 by Next Chapter

      Published 2023 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE ANCIENT GATE

          

          THE WAR FOR EZRYN BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, I know what you’re thinking. “This is a crossover of the Justice Keepers and Desa Kincaid novels? And it takes place after both series? Goodness, that is a lot of books to read!”

      So, you know how Marvel structured its universe so that you don’t have to watch Iron Man, Thor, Captain America, the Hulk and Black Widow to enjoy an Avengers movie? They specifically made the big team ups accessible to the casual viewer? It’s like that.

      All of the relevant characters are introduced and developed in this novel. Anything you need to know about fancy tech or superpowers will be explained as if you have never read one of my books before. And on the off chance that you need a little extra clarification, I’ve provided some helpful appendices at the back of the book. Which are also nice for those of you who feel like you just don’t have enough Tolkien wannabes in your life. (I’m kidding! I’m kidding! Sheesh!)

      All of which is to say that you are perfectly free to start your journey in this shared universe right here.

      Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      You know the story. You’ve heard it a thousand times by now. Time and space came into being in a brilliant flash. The universe expanded from a hot, dense state into an endless expanse of galaxies, stars and black holes.

      

      What you don’t know is that it happened more than once. Time and space did not “come into being.” They are eternal. Your universe is but a single bubble in an ever-expanding Cosmos.

      

      And sometimes – just sometimes – two bubbles intersect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THE CRUELEST OF SMILES

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth, West Virginia

      August 13, 1966

      Michael swung the bat as hard as he could, striking the baseball with a sound like thunder, sending it flying to the outfield. Billy looked up, desperately trying to track it, but the glare of the setting sun got in his eyes. Sweat made his glasses slide down his nose; he had to adjust them.

      All the other kids kept shouting for Billy to get the ball, but he didn’t even know where to start looking. Finally, he heard a soft rustle in the bushes. That could only mean one thing: Michael had knocked it out of the park. Literally.

      At thirteen years old, Michael Bateson was a few inches taller than most of his peers. He had a strong chin and thick, blonde hair. Susie Jenkins kept insisting that he was the most kissable boy in their class, though Billy had no idea how she had reached that conclusion.

      Rounding second, Michael slowed down just long enough to show Billy a smirk. The others were cheering him on, urging him to run for home -- not that it made any difference. He could take a leisurely stroll, and there was nothing that Billy or his teammates could do to stop him from scoring a run.

      Sighing softly, Billy turned his back on home plate and pounded his fist into his glove. He trudged across the field to the bushes at the edge of the park. “Get the damn ball, Miller!” James shouted.

      “Watch your mouth,” Billy muttered under his breath. He was already on his way to do just that. The bushes formed a line at the edge of the park. Behind them, the trees that surrounded Tucker Creek stood tall and proud.

      Billy wasn’t supposed to go in there. His mother had told him many times that he wasn’t allowed to play near the creek. She kept insisting that some kids had drowned in there a few years back. Billy had asked around, and no one seemed to know what she was talking about.

      It didn’t help that the story kept changing. The first version took place in 1953. Two boys were playing in the stream when one of them got swept under by the current. Then it was 1957, and one of those boys was now the other one’s sister. Billy was pretty sure the whole thing was made up.

      He was smaller than the other kids, and because of that, his mom seemed to think he needed extra protection. Well, that was fine. He didn’t want to play in the creek anyway. He had a bunch of comics that his father had bought on his last trip to Parkersburg, and he would much rather be reading those than searching for some stupid baseball. But his dad wanted him to spend time with the other kids; so, here he was.

      Billy turned sideways, slipping between two bushes. Some of the needles scraped his skin, and he hissed from the sting. Wincing, he scooted out the other side, into the trees. The ball had to be around here somewhere. He just had to…

      Something made him freeze.

      There in the distance, partially hidden behind a tree trunk, a man in a shiny, blue suit stood looking at the creek. He was much taller than he should have been with huge, broad shoulders and a bald head. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

      The man’s skin was white!

      Not pale or pink but white like snow. He seemed to notice that Billy was watching because he turned around and smiled. It was the most terrifying smile Billy had ever seen, made all the worse by the fact that this stranger’s eyes were just a little too far apart. His nose was broad and flat, and his mouth! Those teeth were sharper than they should have been. “Don’t be afraid,” he said in a slow, droning voice.

      Billy backed away, tripping over an exposed root and falling backward into the bushes. He tried to pick himself up, but the bald man was suddenly standing over him. There was no way that anyone could have crossed that distance so quickly.

      “What is this place?”

      Billy blinked. “It’s Tucker’s Creek.”

      “Tucker’s Creek.”

      Billy should have been crying; he should have been screaming. But all he could do was stare up at the strange man in wide-eyed amazement. “Are you an alien?”

      Ignoring the question, the bald man glanced up to the heavens. That sickening grin never wavered. “How many people live here?”

      “In Elizabeth?” Billy spluttered. “Seven hundred and twenty-seven.”

      “No,” the man said. “Here!” He stamped his foot down on the earth several times. “How many of your kind are there?”

      Billy’s mouth fell open, a ragged breath escaping him. “My kind?” he whispered. “You mean humans? You’re going to invade us, aren’t you?”

      “Heldrid!” the man shouted, twisting around and peering deeper into the forest. “Heldrid, you’ve brought us to the wrong coordinates!”

      Another alien emerged from behind a tree. This one was shorter than the other – though not by much – and slimmer as well. His skin was gray instead of white. His suit was green instead of blue. But the one thing they had in common was that demonic, rictus grin.

      “There are billions of them here!” Heldrid protested.

      “This world is claimed,” the first alien replied. “Can you not feel it?”

      Heldrid turned his head, directing that hideous smile toward Billy for a moment. “A few missing souls out of billions. They will never even know we were here!”

      “Sha tak Inzari! We do not need a war!”

      “War…” Billy whispered.

      The first alien glanced at him. Something behind those large, dark eyes changed. “Be at ease, child. You will not be harmed.”

      “Not by us,” Heldrid remarked. “They have all sorts of nasty plans for your species.”

      It was only then that Billy realized their mouths never moved. They weren’t communicating with words. Somehow, they were forcing the thoughts into his mind, making him hear things.

      He was so distracted by the revelation that he barely noticed when Heldrid turned away and shuffled off toward the creek. “Where are you going?” the first alien demanded. “Heldrid!”

      But Heldrid wasn’t listening.

      The world seemed to twist around him, light bending so that everything was a blur. A whirlpool of colour formed: tree trunks, roots and mud all bleeding together in a swirling funnel. Heldrid walked through it without looking back, disappearing into the portal. And when he was gone, everything snapped back to normal.

      The first alien stared after him. “You would abandon me here! Fool…It will take years to calculate his vector.”

      Billy chose that moment to slip away, scrambling backward into the bushes. But he must have made too much noise. The alien flinched and twisted around, reaching for him with a pale hand.

      Billy flinched when those spindly fingers touched his cheek. The alien’s skin was frigid! “You…You’re cold,” he stammered.

      “Yes,” the alien replied. “I am cold.”

      The Planet Ezryn

      Eight Years Ago

      The crimson sun hovered over the horizon, leaving the sky a deep, twilight blue. The air was warm and muggy with the lingering heat of late summer. After a long day of riding, Desa was ready for sleep. Sadly, that wasn’t an option.

      She sat atop her white mare, lightly patting the animal’s neck. Tommy was right beside her, riding a dappled gray that he had named Hank of all things. Hank! Well, it was the sort of name Tommy would think of.

      On her left, Kalia waited atop her golden palomino. Sunset nickered, backing up instinctively. None of the horses wanted to be here. They knew that a predator lurked in this place.

      “No more stalling,” Desa said. “Let’s get this done.”

      A menacing forest stood before them, ancient trees standing tall with leaves fluttering in the evening breeze. She had passed through those woods once, and the things she had encountered therein had left her with nightmares that lingered to this day.

      “It’s time!” Desa shouted.

      Green eyes appeared between two of those twisted trees, staring out at her from the darkness. She held that unearthly gaze, refusing to blink or look away. At long last, the eyes darkened, receding into the forest.

      A moment later, Heldrid emerged from the thicket, perhaps a hundred feet to her left. He stepped into the light of Kalia’s glowing ring, cocking his head and greeting them with that hideous, unwavering grin. “Curious,” he murmured. “I’m quite certain that I warned you about disturbing me again. Time for what, Desa Kincaid?”

      “Time for you to go back to your own world,” she said coldly. “This one is under my protection.”

      “Is that so?”

      Starlight danced backward as the creature drew near, but that was all right. A gentle pat stilled her. “I have no quarrel with you,” Desa said. “I would be more than happy to let you stay. But the legends say that those who pass this region never return. And I suspect that you are the root of many of those tales. I can’t have you killing innocent people. Or doing whatever it is you do to them.”

      “Mmm,” Heldrid said. “Very noble of you.”

      “I don’t want a fight, Heldrid.”

      He slithered up to them, undulating as he inspected their horses. That rictus smile sent shivers down Desa’s spine. “Do forgive my bluntness,” he purred. “But I think I can handle three Field Binders.”

      Resting a hand on the grip of her pistol, Desa set her jaw as she studied him. “We are but the first of many,” she assured him. “It’s a new day, Heldrid. Humanity will flourish on this world. And we have grown weary of outsiders preying on us.”

      He chuckled, covering his mouth with one hand. “Perhaps.” And then, of all things, he bowed to her. “Until we meet again, Desa Kincaid.”

      He faded away, growing more and more transparent until he was gone. The forest went with him, leaving a clear, unobstructed path across the grasslands of the Halitha. She hadn’t expected such a drastic change.

      Kalia let out a breath that she had been holding for some time, blinking several times in confusion. “So, what does that mean?”

      “I think it means we won,” Tommy mumbled. “Right?”

      “Don’t jinx it,” Desa said.

      Earth, Austin Texas

      One Year Ago

      The security office had a TV, a tiny flatscreen positioned up near the ceiling, in the corner between two yellow walls. On any other day, Rob would be using it to watch the Rangers’ game. But today was Friendship Day. So, it didn’t matter what channel he put on; they were all playing the same thing.

      Jack Hunter, the skinny Canadian kid who had become the first of Earth’s Justice Keepers, stood behind a podium. He was dressed all in black: pants and a shirt with the collar left open. It made him look ridiculous, and that stupid, messy, hipster hair wasn’t helping matters. “Well,” he began, “it’s been quite the decade, hasn’t it?”

      Everybody laughed.

      “And it’s only half over!”

      Rob would give just about anything to get a break from this bullshit, but Jack’s speech was everywhere. All the major news networks were running clips of it; the damn thing was trending on Twitter. Rob was half tempted to unplug the TV, shut off his phone and open the novel that Sarah had left here at the end of her shift.

      It was some stupid piece of chick-lit: the kind with a James Bond lookalike on the cover and some wide-eyed girl clinging to his arm. Rob was tempted, but he wouldn’t be caught dead reading something like that. If one of the other guys saw him…

      Seated at the security desk, Rob folded his arms and tossed his head back. “Can you believe this?” he muttered, swivelling his chair back and forth.

      Alejandro, the lanky, olive-skinned young man who had been assigned as Rob’s partner for the evening, was busy flipping through the pages of some magazine. He was a handsome guy: tall with a thick beard and even thicker brown hair. “Believe what?”

      “This!” Rob exclaimed, gesturing to the TV.

      “What about it?”

      Rolling his eyes, Rob let out a heavy sigh. “How long are we going to listen to this idiot prattle on? Don’t people have anything better to do?”

      Alejandro looked up from his magazine. “It’s the anniversary of the most important day in human history. You really think people aren’t gonna be talking about it?”

      Five years ago, Earth had made contact with aliens for the first time. Only, they weren’t aliens. They were humans whose ancestors had been taken to another world thousands of years ago. They developed spaceships and eventually found their way back to Earth.

      Some of them – the extremely liberal, ultra-woke types – became Justice Keepers: superheroes with badges who went around imposing their ideology on everybody else. Watching people fawn over the commies with ray guns sickened Rob to his core.

      He was grateful when the phone rang.

      Snatching the receiver off its cradle, Rob brought it to his ear. “Yeah?”

      “Hi, this is Christine at 32 Jefferson.”

      “What can we do for you, Christine?”

      “Would you mind sending someone to take a look at the Andersons’ place? I thought…I thought I saw someone skulking by the house.”

      “Could it be one of the Andersons?”

      “No, no!” Christine insisted. “They’ve been on vacation since the Fourth.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Thank you. Number 35.”

      Rob hung up and climbed out of his chair. Alejandro was already checking his supplies – his radio, his sidearm – but Rob stopped him with a pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I could use the walk.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. It’s probably just a raccoon.”

      He exited the guardhouse, peering through the metal gate that protected this little community. On the other side, half a dozen cars went whipping up the street. Everyone wanted to party, to celebrate the arrival of their distant cousins from another planet. The Fourth of July was nothing compared to Friendship Day. The sun had gone down hours ago, but that didn’t mean anything. Most of those idiots would still be partying when it came up again.

      Turning away from the gate, Rob jangled his keys as he sauntered up a suburban street lined with houses that all looked the same to him. Most of them had two stories and a big garage, well-manicured front lawns and the occasional tree.

      He turned the corner onto Jefferson, noting how the only streetlight on this little cul de sac left the houses on the right side in darkness. No wonder Christine had thought that someone was lurking outside her neighbour’s place.

      Retrieving his flashlight, Rob lifted it, but his finger hovered over the switch. He thought he heard something from the darkness. Muffled voices. It was the content of their conversation that made him freeze.

      “So, they finally released you.”

      “Yes.”

      “And they sent you back to this world…as penance.”

      If he squinted, Rob could just make out a flicker of movement in the darkness between two houses. Someone was lurking, but he had the distinct impression that these weren’t common thieves. For one thing, thieves rarely used words like ‘penance.’

      For another, the speaker claimed to have come from another world. That was certainly possible; there were over a dozen planets in this galaxy with human inhabitants. But criminals from other worlds usually had advanced technology. As much as he hated to admit it, this was exactly the kind of situation that Justice Keepers were made for.

      His first instinct was to radio in and request backup, but curiosity got the better of him. The two trespassers didn’t seem to have noticed him. He crept over to the Mitchells’ lawn, hiding under the branches of their willow tree, and strained to pick up more of the conversation.

      “Four cycles! They held me for four cycles!”

      “What did you expect, Heldrid? Abandoning me on this world should have earned you a painful death.”

      “I thought you would leave. Return to the Origin. You said it yourself. We have no business here.”

      “Ah, but these humans present us with an interesting conundrum. Did you know that they have colonized multiple planets in this galaxy? We have encountered their species over a dozen times across thousands of universes. But in only three other instances did they ever leave their homeworld.”

      “The Inzari played a role in that.”

      “Yes, but do not discount human ingenuity. These humans are aware of their benefactors. They call them Overseers. An accurate, if unimaginative, name. They have even learned to duplicate some of the Inzari’s technology. In every iteration of their species, humans have proven themselves to be quite adaptive. Just look at the little world you left behind. What a curious place. The humans of 76848 should be studied. As should those who reside in this universe.”

      “The Inzari have laid claim to them. If we interfere with their experiment, we risk a war.”

      “So, we will simply have to maneuver the Inzari out of the way. Have you completed your assignment? Did you allow them to trace your dimensional vector?”

      “I made my arrival in this universe as obvious as possible without arousing suspicion.”

      “Excellent. Then I have every confidence that the Inzari will find Universe 76848. We must move the key players into position, and we must do so with the utmost care. Humans are an inquisitive species. Consider how easy it was to lure one of them here.”

      Rob perked up at that.

      He turned to run but was immediately confronted by a tall, imposing figure in a shiny, blue suit. The alien – a genuine alien with a pale face, misshapen eyes and a grin that just would not relent – pressed a hand against Rob’s chest. “Would you come with me, please?”

      He whirled around and nearly crashed into the other one. This fellow was slimmer, shorter and wrapped in some strange, green material that reflected the streetlight. “No! No! No!” Rob whimpered. A portal opened only a few feet away: a whirlpool of colour that distorted the trees and houses behind it.

      Creeping up behind him, the first alien laid an eager hand on Rob’s shoulder. It leaned in close, practically purring in his ear. “I’m afraid I must insist.”

      He screamed as the alien threw him into the vortex.
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      The Planet Ezryn

      The City of Bekala

      Desa Nin Leean was happy.

      Basking in the warm sunlight that came through her living room window, she watched her son Brendan crawling across the hardwood floor. The child had a smile that melted her heart, and he giggled as he scampered up to her feet. With black hair and slightly tilted eyes, Brendan resembled her partner Kalia, though, in truth, neither she nor Kalia had carried the boy to term.

      Sometimes, she wondered what she would say when her son started asking about his birth parents. It wouldn’t take long for Brendan to realize that he and Desa looked nothing alike. She had a darker, olive complexion and features that were more common among people from the east coast. Brendan, on the other hand, would fit right in here on the western plains.

      Seated in her mother’s old rocking chair with a blanket folded over her lap, Desa leaned forward to greet her son with a smile. “Hi there,” she murmured, picking him up. “I’m going to have to start locking all the cupboards. Pretty soon, you’ll have the run of the house.”

      Brendan pawed at her nose.

      Chuckling, Desa shook her head violently, strands of brown hair whipping across her face. “Agh, no!” she said, blinking. “We don’t grab Mama’s nose.”

      Desa held the boy close with his head resting on her shoulder, and he mumbled as she bounced him. Any moment now, he would drift off, and she would put him down for his afternoon nap. She never had a hard time putting him to sleep. Kalia kept insisting that she must have a magic touch.

      Thinking of the other woman made her appear.

      Kalia emerged from the bedroom in a simple, white dress with short sleeves. After nine years together, she was still every bit as ravishing as she had been the day they met. Long, brown hair framed a perfect face with a delicate nose and eyes that sparkled. “You’ve got him settled?” she asked, checking the clock on the wall.

      “He’ll be fine,” Desa promised. “Go to your meeting.”

      Shuffling across the room, Kalia bent to retrieve a leather bag full of documents. Ten years ago, she had been the sheriff of a backwater town in the middle of a desert that no sane woman would visit even if you paid her a wagon full of gold. Now, Kalia sat on the council of a bustling metropolis. Some people believed that, within twenty years, Bekala would become the largest and most influential city in the Northern Hemisphere. The schematics that Kalia carried in that bag were a big part of why.

      “You think they’ll approve the plans?” Desa asked.

      Standing up straight, Kalia brushed the hair out of her face. “I don’t know,” she sighed. “They keep talking about charging people for access to the electric grid.”

      Desa frowned. “I thought we agreed that electricity would be free for all of our citizens.”

      “Yes, but then the Dawnchaser Coalition decided that our fair city would be the perfect venue to conduct their research into new transportation technology. They want to replace the steam engine with some kind of electric version. They built a track out on the plains, and they keep trying to run their new train. The southwest quarter experiences brownouts every time they do.”

      Slinging the strap of her bag over her shoulder, Kalia shot a glance toward Desa. “Mr. Tormun insists that we should expand the grid, but that costs money. So, we get into these debates about whether we should charge people.”

      “I assume you told him that the wellbeing of our citizens takes precedence over any…technological research.”

      Exhaling roughly, Kalia spun on Desa with a frown that said they would be having an uncomfortable conversation. “You need to be on the Council! I’ve been saying it for years!”

      “I have no desire to be a politician.”

      “I’m pretty sure you had no desire to spend fifteen years hunting down a murderer, but you did that without complaint.”

      “Those were different circumstances.” The murderer in question had used Field Binding to commit his crimes. The Great Art of Aladar, the legacy of Desa’s people, was the ability to Infuse inanimate objects with the power to manipulate the fundamental forces of nature.

      Desa had taught Bendarian to harness that power, and thus it became her responsibility to stop him when he misused it.

      Kalia bent over, pressing a soft kiss to Desa’s forehead. She pulled away, batting her eyes, and then caressed Brendan’s cheek. “Just think about it.”

      She turned to go, disappearing into the kitchen. “And eat something before you go to class!”

      The baby was sound asleep now. Desa carried him back to his bedroom, setting him down in his crib. He barely made a sound as she pulled a blanket over his tiny body. What she wouldn’t give to just stay here in her quiet little house, to spend an afternoon reading and listening to Brendan sleep. But she had obligations to fulfill.

      Founding a town with the specific intention of providing a better life for everyone who lived there was somehow enough to convince people that you should be in some kind of leadership position. She was just glad that they were willing to let her teach Field Binding at the Academy instead of forcing her into a political role. Kalia wasn’t the first person to suggest that Desa should serve on the Council.

      The kitchen was a small room with an electric stove in the corner and a table that supported a vase full of colourful flowers. The sink had been acting up recently. Kalia insisted that it took too long to drain. Well, maybe it did, but after fifteen years in the wilderness, Desa was still grateful to have running water.

      Checking the clock, she noted the time. Sali, the young woman she had hired to watch Brendan while she was at work, should be here any moment now. A positively fiendish idea occurred to Desa.

      She made herself one with the Ether, the universal energy field that gave a Field Binder their power. The world transformed before her eyes, solid objects becoming a sea of vibrating particles.

      Wrapped in the Ether’s embrace, she could see through walls and track the people walking past on the street. She could sense Brendan in his crib and know with perfect certainty that he was safe. She could even scan the pipes for whatever might be causing the sink to malfunction. Sure enough, she found a blockage in the drain.

      Hmm…

      If she could Infuse the pipe with an excess of kinetic energy, it might be enough to clear the obstruction. On the other hand, it might cause the pipe to burst. Perhaps it would be best to consult a plumber first.

      She let her mind drift to the sidewalk and found Sali climbing the steps that led to her porch. Excellent.

      Desa released the Ether, turning on her heel and marching to the door. She pulled it open before Sali could knock, causing the young woman to jump. “Almighty! Mrs. Kincaid! You startled me!”

      It rankled Desa that people still called her by her late husband’s name. Not that she bore any ill will toward Martin. He had been a good man, but the marriage had been one of convenience, a means for him to leave his assets to her after he passed.

      Desa’s people did not use surnames; so, anyone who did got flustered when they realized that they didn’t know what to call her. If anything, she should be Desa Troval, but the ridiculous customs of Eradia insisted that a woman should take her husband’s last name and not the other way around. What did you do when there was no husband?

      “It’s all right, Sali. Come in.”

      The young woman was somewhat plump with a pale face and blonde hair that she wore tied back. “Thank you,” she said, shuffling through the door. “How is the little angel?”

      Shutting the door, Desa leaned against it with her arms folded. “Sleeping,” she said with a shrug. “He should be down for most of the afternoon. Kalia will be back in a few hours; so, you’ll have the evening to yourself.”

      Pausing in the middle of the kitchen, Sali spun around to favour Desa with a smile. “Oh, I never mind spending time with Brendan! He’s such a good boy! Enjoy your day, Mrs. Kincaid. I’m sure the students are looking forward to their lesson.”

      Desa sighed. “Of course they are.” It was the first day of a new term, and she just so happened to be saddled with the most popular – and most dangerous – course at the Academy. Every year, it was the same thing: two dozen adolescents gathered in her classroom with far too much enthusiasm and ridiculous dreams about going on adventures.

      Well, it was time to disabuse them of such foolish notions.
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        * * *

      

      “Combat Field Binding,” Desa said, pacing a line in front of her students. She had taken them to the yard behind the Academy. The sun was shining bright in the blue sky, its light reflecting off the enormous crystal at the pyramid’s summit. Anyone who had learned to contact the Ether would feel the pulses emanating from that crystal. Among other things, it was a teaching tool, a means of helping the students to harness their power.

      They were gathered in the grass, standing in neat little rows of three and watching Desa with that avid fascination young people always showed whenever they thought they were about to witness something destructive. She knew a few of them by reputation – troublemakers who had been sent to the headmistress once or twice – but most of them were strangers to her.

      They were a motley group: Some pale, some dark, some tall, some short. She counted two girls for every boy, but that ratio was unique to this lot. Sometimes, it was the other way around, but more often than not, the genders were equally represented.

      Not just anyone could take this class. You had to apply for an apprenticeship with the City Watch and receive permission from the headmistress herself. Nari was very selective about who she allowed into this course. She wanted to make sure that each student had the right temperament.

      The students were eager; she could see it on their faces. Many of them had spent years dreaming of the day when they would finally learn the intricacies of combat from the master herself.

      Desa continued to pace, folding her hands behind her back. With her short stature, her slender build and her bob of brown hair, she must have looked rather unintimidating to them. “What can you tell me about combat Field Binding?”

      Several hands shot up.

      Spinning on her heel, Desa thrust out her chin and snorted. “That was a trick question,” she said. “The correct answer is ‘nothing.’ Because you haven’t learned a damn thing yet.”

      She drew her revolver, holding it up in front of her face, tilting it this way and that so that her students could examine it. “Now, this is a gun,” she went on. “And as we all know, the first rule of gun safety is, ‘Never point your weapon at anything you don’t intend to kill.’”

      She aimed the pistol at a pudgy, young man with curly, red hair. The poor kid stumbled, tripping over his own feet and forcing the people behind him to catch him.

      “Relax, it’s not loaded.” She opened the cylinder to prove her point. “But I want you to remember that fear. You will feel it every time someone points a gun at you, every time someone pulls a knife. No matter how skilled you become, the fear is always there. Because the danger is always real.”

      One of the girls – a pretty lass with dark, brown skin and black hair that she wore in a multitude of braids – leaned sideways to whisper something to her friend.

      “Stephanie!” Desa barked. “What would you do if someone pointed a gun at you?”

      “I…”

      Pursing her lips, Desa nodded once. “That’s correct,” she said. “And for future reference, admitting ignorance is always the right answer in this class. There is no exam, no final evaluation, but you will find that my expectations are higher than any other…”

      She noticed one of the boys snickering. The kid was tall and skinny, with messy blonde hair. At first, Desa would have said that he reminded her of Tommy. But Tommy had never been so snide.

      Striding up to him, Desa stared directly into his eyes. “Something to say? Some tidbit of wisdom that you’d like to share?”

      The young man blushed, clearing his throat and looking down at his shoes. “No, ma’am,” he muttered. “I’m sorry.”

      “What would you do?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “If someone pointed a gun at you,” Desa clarified.

      “I…I’d use a Force-Sink to sap the kinetic energy from his bullets, rendering them harmless.”

      Desa turned away from him, sauntering through the grass at a leisurely pace. “A clever solution.” One she had employed herself on countless occasions. “Let’s put it to the test, shall we?”

      She retrieved an empty, green wine bottle from her bag and placed it on a wooden table that she had set up in the middle of the field. “The bottle has been Infused with a connection to the Ether,” she explained. “Once activated, it will drain kinetic energy from any object that gets within range. Everybody, stand back.”

      Her students were quick to obey.

      Desa positioned herself in front of them, loading her pistol with four fresh rounds. “Let’s see what happens.” A thought was all it took to trigger the Force-Sink that she had placed within the glass.

      Lifting her weapon in both hands, Desa narrowed her eyes.

      CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

      A single bullet came to a halt about two inches away from the bottle, then another and another. All three of them hung in the air, their movement stilled by the power of the Ether. Not even gravity could pull them down.

      “Quite impressive, isn’t it?”

      Several students murmured their agreement.

      CRACK!

      The fourth slug tore through the bottle, sending shards of glass flying in all directions.

      Sighing softly, Desa returned her gun to its holster. She turned around to face her students. “What happened?”

      They all stood before her in bug-eyed bewilderment, unsure of what to say. Finally, Stephanie raised a hesitant hand. “The…the Sink ran out of power?” she stammered. “I mean it absorbed all the energy it could handle.”

      “Correct.”

      “So…So…”

      Crossing her arms, Desa held the young woman’s gaze. “A Force-Sink can absorb a limited amount of kinetic energy. A Force-Source can release a limited amount of kinetic energy. Once an Infusion is depleted, the object it was attached to becomes an ordinary piece of junk.”

      Desa started to pace again. “It takes about fifteen minutes to make a Sink that will stop six bullets. Another ten if you include the modifiers that will prevent it from turning you into a statue in the process. Just how many of them do you think you can carry on your person?”

      The golden-haired young man looked particularly sheepish right then. The others weren’t doing so well either. Now that they were suitably chastened, Desa could start molding them into Field Binders who wouldn’t get themselves killed five seconds after they ran into battle. “So, the lesson for today is…”

      “Don’t use Force-Sinks?” one of the girls chimed.

      “No!” Desa snapped. “The lesson is to use all the tools at your disposal. In battle, your Infusions are precious resources that cannot be replaced until you have adequate time to renew them. Once they are depleted, you are nothing but an ordinary rube who will be gunned down by the first enterprising soldier who gets you in his sights.”

      She stepped forward, standing toe to toe with the blonde boy, staring up at him with a frown that made him flinch. “Field Binding is just a tool,” she went on. “You must rely on your wits and your training. So…”

      She drew her pistol and thrust it into the young man’s hand. Seizing his wrist, she pressed the revolver’s barrel hard against her chest. “If you can subdue your opponent by conventional means…”

      A quick twist of the boy’s forearm made him yelp and drop the gun. Desa stepped forward, locking hips with him and cranking his arm to throw him down on his backside. The kid landed with a grunt, wincing on impact. “I strongly suggest that you do so.”

      “You’re working them hard, I see.”

      When Desa looked up, she saw an older woman descending the shallow slope from the pyramid’s back entrance. Sula was a matronly woman, with wrinkles around her eyes and a bun of steely-gray hair. She specialized in two subjects – mathematics and crystal theory – and her dedication to each was absolutely unwavering. “Some of them are lagging behind on their assignments. Which means their permission to take your class might be revoked.”

      Desa bent over, offering her hand to the young man and pulling him to his feet. “You heard her. I think we’ve covered enough for one day. The rest of you are dismissed to attend to your studies.”

      “But, Mrs. Kincaid,” Stephanie protested.

      “No ‘buts,’” Desa shot back. “Random dismissals are my purview as an eccentric professor. Complete your assignments. We’ll resume at this time tomorrow. Go.”

      The students scattered. Many of them hurried into the pyramid, no doubt intending to follow her instructions to the letter. Others ran for the outbuildings. Perhaps they had other classes.

      Grimacing behind her spectacles, Sula shook her head. “This course of yours should be disbanded,” she said, resuming a one-sided argument that she had been having for the better part of a year now. Desa’s attempts to ignore her prodding or change the subject had no effect on her persistence. “They shouldn’t be learning such things, Desa. I know that your skills have served you well in the past, but Field Binding was never meant to be a weapon.”

      Slinging the strap of her satchel over her shoulder, Desa shut her eyes tight. “It’s nice to see you, Sula.” She started up the hillside, hoping to Mercy that the other woman would take the hint.

      “You’re teaching them to kill,” Sula pressed.

      Desa froze, twisting around to answer the other woman with a sneer. “I’m teaching them to defend themselves!” she snapped. “In case you haven’t noticed, our city is surrounded by enemies who hate the fact that many of our citizens can manipulate light, heat and gravity.”

      “The Eradian Empire is no threat to us.”

      “They are if they send all their armies against us!” Desa insisted. “Even a hundred Field Binders can’t do much against ten thousand soldiers!”

      This was a mistake. Desa knew that she shouldn’t let the other woman get to her. The best response was silence, but Sula’s bluntness had struck a nerve. After fifteen years in the wild, fifteen years spent hunting the very thing that Sula feared – a Field Binder who used his power to kill – Desa had a long list of regrets.

      There was blood on her hands; she knew it. She had worked hard to change, to become the sort of person who took pity on her enemies, but it didn’t assuage her guilt. A man was dead because Desa had trusted her instincts instead of thinking things through. She would have to live with that for the rest of her life.

      Turning her back on the old woman, Desa closed her eyes and wiped the sweat off her brow. “Forgive me, Sula,” she mumbled. “I…I am not in the right frame of mind for this discussion.”

      A snort of derision was the only response she received.
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        * * *

      

      Sliding her key into the deadbolt, Desa jiggled it a few times and found that she needn’t have bothered. The door was unlocked. Was Sali still here? She got her answer when she stepped into the front hall and found her mother standing there with Brendan in her arms.

      A short and rotund woman in a plain, blue dress, Leean had a smile that always made Desa feel safe. Her gray hair was pulled back with a few thin strands flying wildly. “Home already?” she exclaimed. “Aren’t you a little early?”

      After many years of gentle needling, Desa had finally convinced her mother to make the journey from Aladar to Bekala. For a long time, Leean had insisted that she was too old to be travelling across the continent. It was the arrival of a grandson that had changed her mind.

      “Class ended early.”

      Leean continued to bounce Brendan, but her scowl took Desa back to the days when she used to slip out in the middle of the night. “You didn’t injure one of the students, did you?”

      “What? No!”

      “Don’t be so aghast. It happened before.”

      Desa slammed the door shut, falling back against it. “The only time that happened is when Kal Broshnan pulled a muscle after trying – and failing – to put me in a hold.”

      She strode past her mother, into the kitchen, and set her satchel down on a wooden chair. “The children had assignments to complete,” she went on. “And I had no desire to chat with the other teachers.”

      It startled her to realize that Kalia was already home and stirring a pot of bubbling soup with a wooden spoon. There had been a time when Desa would have never missed the sound of boiling water. Or the scent of Kalia’s delicious chicken soup! But no longer. A decade in Bekala had dulled her senses.

      Dipping her spoon into the pot, Kalia tasted the broth and nodded approvingly. “Sula?” she asked.

      “Who else?”

      Now, it was Kalia who scowled, but her sudden snarl wasn’t meant for Desa. “Pay her no mind, my love. Your students are learning a valuable skill.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Desa mumbled, claiming the other empty chair. “How many recruits does the City Watch need?”

      “The town where I grew up is less than a day’s ride from here. We had no electricity, no running water and plenty of bandits who raided us for supplies. As sheriff, it was my job to keep the people safe, and I would have fallen on my knees and begged the Almighty Himself for a few more deputies. Bekala is a bastion of civilization in a vast and hostile wilderness.”

      “Yes, but all of that is changing.” There were days when Desa felt like a relic of a bygone era. No one needed a gunslinger with magic bullets anymore. Not in this new world they were building. Sometimes, she wondered if teaching the tricks of her trade was just a sad attempt to relive her glory days.

      Abandoning her soup, Kalia sauntered over to the kitchen table. She kissed Desa tenderly on the forehead. “The world needed Desa Kincaid eight years ago,” she insisted. “It still needs Desa Nin Leean.”

      “It will always need Desa,” Leean chimed in.

      Blushing, Desa shut her eyes so she wouldn’t have to look at them. “All right, all right!” she said, spreading her hands to bring an end to this conversation. “Mama, will you be joining us for dinner?”

      “No, I will not. Brendan is going to spend the night at Grandma’s house.”

      “Is he now?”

      “It’s been forever since we’ve had a night off,” Kalia explained. “I thought we could use a little time to ourselves.”

      Desa grinned as she rose to kiss her partner’s lips. “A splendid idea.”
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Desa noticed upon waking was the warmth of Kalia’s body. It was still dark – a few hours past midnight unless she missed her guess – and her partner was still sound asleep. The steady rhythm of Kalia’s breathing was almost enough to lull her back into a peaceful slumber, but her attempts to drift off proved fruitless. She was restless, her legs filled with the need to move.

      Climbing out of bed, Desa found her cotton robe and wrapped it around herself. Her movements had not disturbed Kalia. But then nothing could.

      Kalia was the sort of woman who liked to sleep in whenever the opportunity presented itself. A bit of a nuisance, given that Desa had always been an early riser, but there it was. Just one of the many quirks of their relationship. Desa loved her partner more than life itself, but there were days when the other woman made her want to pull her hair out.

      Sighing softly, she belted the robe and left the bedroom. By habit, she glanced into the room across the hall, but of course, Brendan’s crib was empty. The romantic evening had been lovely, but she still felt her son’s absence.

      Her bare feet padded across the living room floor and through the narrow doorway that led to the kitchen. It was painfully dark with only the ticking of the clock to hold back the silence of the wee hours.

      Desa’s first instinct was to reach for a light switch. Then it occurred to her that she had come to rely too heavily on modern conveniences. Once upon a time, she had been forced to provide her own light.

      She still felt the Infusion that she had made over a year ago – strands of the Ether connecting the molecules of a brass plate that Kalia had hung up on the wall. Why the other woman wanted such a thing was beyond her. The plate was gaudy and garish, but Kalia liked the engravings along the edge. And truth be told, Desa had never cared much about the décor of her living space. She had spent most of her twenties hopping from inn to inn and sleeping rough in the nights between. She had never really developed a nesting instinct.

      With a thought, Desa triggered the Light-Source that she had Infused into the plate, ordering it to emit a soft, yellow glow. Her eyes needed a moment to adjust, but once they did, she had no trouble finding her way around the kitchen. Her mother had brought a loaf of her famous spice bread when she came to pick up Brendan. There might still be some left-

      Something was off.

      A strange tingle on the back of her neck, the feeling of hair standing on end. She wasn’t alone. All those years of comfort and safety hadn’t completely killed the instincts that saved her life a thousand times over. She could feel the intruder’s eyes on her back.

      Snatching the carving knife off the counter, Desa turned around with a snarl. “Who are you? Show yourself!”

      A shadow flowed out of the living room, coalescing into the form of a tall and slender man in a wide-brimmed hat. “You had to do it, didn’t you?” a familiar voice grated. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone.”

      The stranger stepped into the light, revealing a face of slate-gray skin, soulless eyes and a demonic grin that sent shivers down Desa’s spine. Heldrid wore the same poncho, trousers and boots that he had donned on their last encounter. “I’m impressed, Desa. I took you for the sort of woman who would die in the saddle, but it seems you carved out a pleasant existence for yourself. Here in this echo of your people’s former glory.”

      “I told you to leave this planet!” Desa hissed.

      “Yes. And therein lies the problem.”

      Stepping forward, Desa shoved the knife in Heldrid’s face. He didn’t flinch or react in any way. “What do you want?”

      Chuckling softly, Heldrid nudged the knife aside with a slender finger. That hideous grin remained fixed in place. “No, no, no! It’s not about what I want! No one cares what I want! This is about what you want. Or more precisely, what you can’t have.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He leaned in close, his broad nose almost touching hers. “The doting wife, the loving child: you could have had it, Desa. But you had to interfere! You told me to go! You forced me to cross dimensions!”

      Standing up straight, he slowly backed away from her. “They found me, Desa. And in so doing, they found you. Things are about to get a lot more complicated. I’m afraid your pleasant existence is at an end.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            THE VERY FINE INVESTIGATIVE TECHNIQUES OF KALIA TROVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Desa narrowed her eyes. “Complicated,” she said, striding toward her unwanted guest. “What do you mean?”

      He giggled, shaking his head in dismay. “You know, I’m getting tired of giving you all the answers,” he sneered. “The last time I helped you, you betrayed me and forced me to flee this world.”

      “Heldrid! Don’t toy with me!”

      Raising a hand to silence her, he cocked his head like a bird inspecting its dinner. “I think I’m just going to sit back and enjoy the show. It should be quite entertaining. Good luck to you, Desa Kincaid.”

      A flash of rage made Desa throw the knife, but Heldrid vanished before it could pierce his flesh. It sank into the wall instead, vibrating on impact.

      Falling to her knees, Desa shut her eyes as tears spilled over her cheeks. She covered her face with both hands. “No, no, no, no, no! He’s lying! He’s lying!”

      “What’s wrong?” Kalia gasped, rushing into the kitchen.

      “Heldrid…”

      The other woman skidded to a stop, her jaw dropping at the utterance of a name she didn’t expect to ever hear again. “The grinning creature from the forest?” she spluttered. “I thought you told him to leave this world.”

      “He’s back. And he says our family is in danger.”

      Kalia dropped to her knees, throwing her arms around Desa. “It doesn’t matter. We’ve faced danger before.” Resting her head on the other woman’s chest, Desa sobbed so hard she thought she might tear herself in half.

      “We weren’t mothers then,” she whimpered.

      “You think he’ll go after Brendan?”

      Sitting up, Desa blinked and sniffled. “I don’t think it’s him,” she explained. “Heldrid spoke of someone else. Enemies who found us through him. I don’t…I don’t know what he means.”

      “Perhaps he’s just playing with you.”

      “I don’t think so. There was a…vindictive glee in his demeanour. Like a man taking pleasure in his neighbour’s just desserts.”

      Kalia was quiet for a very long while. At long last, she sighed and hugged Desa again. “Whatever it is, we’ll face it together.”

      “Yes. Yes, we will.”
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        * * *

      

      Needless to say, Desa had very little sleep that night. Every time exhaustion claimed her, she found herself trapped in fitful dreams where some grinning menace chased her son through a labyrinth.

      When the sun finally poked through her bedroom window, she was already wide awake. She had considered the possibility that Heldrid might be making empty threats. If that were the case, the best course of action would be to go about her life and ignore him. But no, the grinning man didn’t strike her as the sort of creature who bluffed.

      She resolved to speak with Nari. The headmistress had been a goddess not so long ago – the goddess Mercy, no less. For thirty thousand years, she watched over this world from the safety of this city, only resuming her mortal form when her power was stripped away. If anyone knew about this mysterious nemesis that Heldrid had alluded to, it would be her.

      Desa threw on a pair of gray pants, a blue blouse that she left untucked and her old, brown duster. The coat made her feel safe, reminding her of a time when she had saved this world from a threat far worse than Heldrid.

      Setting her wide-brimmed hat atop her head, Desa pursed her lips and nodded. “It’ll have to do,” she said, turning away from the closet and rushing out the bedroom door.

      She found Kalia in the kitchen, standing over a pot of oatmeal. The other woman still wore her robe. “I thought you didn’t have a class until later this morning,” she remarked.

      “I want to talk to Nari,” Desa explained.

      “You think she’ll know something?”

      “She’s our best hope.”

      Turning away from the stove, Kalia shambled across the kitchen and threw her arms around Desa’s neck. She had to remove the hat to kiss Desa’s lips. “Remember, you bested an alien that threatened to rip this planet apart.”

      “Alien?” Desa said, her eyebrows climbing. “You used to call it a demon.”

      “I’ve since expanded my understanding of the universe.”

      Closing her eyes, Desa breathed deeply. “You’ve been reading too many of those old texts,” she muttered. “Our ancestors had a lot of bad ideas.”

      “You think their conception of metaphysics was one such?”

      “I don’t know,” Desa admitted. “But their attempts to harness forces they didn’t understand nearly resulted in the extinction of humanity.”

      Nari had lived during the time of the Ancestors. Her experiments with something that she called particle synthesis allowed her to merge with the Ether, extending her life indefinitely and allowing her to manipulate matter on a molecular level. It might have been hailed as one of her people’s greatest achievements if their attempts to visit other universes hadn’t resulted in the downfall of their society.

      Years ago, Desa had asked about Heldrid. Nari claimed that she knew of his people, but she would say nothing more on the subject. That didn’t bode well.

      Cupping Kalia’s face with both hands, Desa kissed her forehead. “Be careful when you study those texts,” she pleaded. “We don’t need a repeat of past events.”

      Her partner nodded.

      Desa was out the door before the other woman had a chance to force that oatmeal down her throat. Not that she disliked Kalia’s cooking, but her partner was a stickler for eating three meals a day. And she was in no mood to eat anything.

      No sooner did she close the door than she noticed an older gentleman standing at the foot of the porch steps. Marlon Tanner was a handsome fellow with a bit of a paunch and a thick, silver beard. Aside from a pair of bushy eyebrows that stood out against his dark complexion, the rest of his head was bald.

      Marlon looked up at her with pure terror in his brown eyes.

      “Marlon?” she said, descending the porch steps. “What’s wrong?”

      He shuddered, turning his face away from her. “Sula,” he choked out. “She’s gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “I woke up this morning, and she was missing.” Marlon shook his head forcefully. “I should have known something was amiss. I was so groggy.”

      “Is it possible she went to school early?”

      Backing away from her, Marlon waved a hand to dispel that notion. “No, no, no!” he insisted. “I just came from there! No one has seen her.” His breathing was hoarse, ragged. “Sula never leaves without joining me for tea each morning.”

      Heldrid’s words were suddenly blazing in Desa’s mind. Things were about to get a lot more complicated. She couldn’t help but think that Sula’s disappearance was somehow connected to all of this.

      It was a beautiful morning in Bekala. The sun was shining; people were milling about on a street of small buildings with tiles on their slanted roofs, going about their business as if it were just an ordinary day. And yet Desa felt cold inside. “We should speak to the City Watch,” she declared.

      “Do you think they can help?”

      “If someone’s missing, they’re our best bet.”

      Marlon grimaced, unsatisfied with that answer. “I came to you because you’re a hero,” he mumbled. “And everyone knows that you’re an expert in these otherworldly matters.”

      Desa frowned down at her feet. “That was a long time ago, Marlon.” Eight years had passed since her triumph over the creature that had tried to destroy this city. And slaying one alien – no matter how large – hardly made her an expert. “Besides, we have no reason to think that anything otherworldly is going on.”

      Now was not the time to tell him about Heldrid’s proclamation. Her suspicions aside, Sula’s disappearance might be entirely unrelated. “Come on. We’ll talk to the watch captain.”
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        * * *

      

      “Another one,” Captain Hans Broller said, staring out his office window. He was a tall and muscular man: broad-shouldered with a thick, golden beard and flowing locks that fell past his shoulders. “That makes three.”

      Desa and Marlon sat side by side in front of his desk, both sharing a nervous look. “You mean Sula wasn’t the first?” Desa inquired. “There were other missing persons?”

      Dropping into his chair, Broller folded his hands on the desk and answered her with a flat stare. “Roland Sykes was the first. He took a job working on that train project with the Dawnchaser Coalition. Had an apartment in the northwest quarter. Three days ago, he didn’t show up for work, and no one’s heard from him since.”

      “And the other?”

      “Talia Sharp,” Broller grumbled. “She’s-”

      “The daughter of Councillor Trevor Sharp,” Desa cut in. “And a vocal member of the Expansionist Movement.”

      As an independent city-state, Bekala had its fair share of enemies, the most dangerous of which was the nearby Eradian Empire. The Eradians were distrustful of Field Binding. Many of them still saw it as some kind of black magic. The ability to manipulate the forces of nature stood in direct opposition to the tenets of their religion, which said that only the Almighty could do such things.

      As such, the Eradians had never studied the Great Art, a decision that left them at a technological disadvantage. There were some in the city who believed that Bekala should use Field Binding to expand its reach, claiming territory from its backward neighbours.

      Desa had no respect for anyone who indulged in such foolish flights of fancy. Putting aside the terrible odds of success – the Empire’s borders stretched from one end of this continent to the other – war was a hellish business. Anyone who would so blithely advocate starting one had no idea what they were asking for.

      Broller retrieved a yellow folder from a drawer, slapping it down on the desk. He opened it to reveal a report that had been scrawled out with terrible penmanship. “Sharp was in here yesterday, insisting that his daughter had been kidnapped.”

      Narrowing her eyes, Desa paused for a moment to consider the possibilities. “Is there any chance she might have been?”

      “There’s always a chance,” Broller replied. “But as annoying as she was, the girl had very few enemies.”

      Sliding her chair back, Desa stood up and turned away from the desk. “Three missing people in as many days,” she said, marching to the door. “There has to be a pattern. What did they all have in common?”

      “Not much.”

      A wince contorted Desa’s face as she dug her fingertips into her forehead. Her fear came roaring back. Heldrid’s taunts kept spiralling through her mind. “A teacher at the Academy, a railway worker, a member of a political fringe group…” The last was composed almost entirely of Field Binders. Some of them were the very students that Desa had taught only a few years ago.

      She whirled around, her eyes widening. “Did Sykes ever learn to commune with the Ether?”

      Broller checked the young man’s file, flipping through several pages before he found what he was looking for. “He did. Studied at the Academy about five years ago. His specialty is making Electric-Sources.”

      “Field Binders,” Desa whispered. “Someone is kidnapping Field Binders.”

      “I think that’s a bit of a leap,” Broller retorted. “Right now, all we know is that three people have gone missing. It’s a big city. The disappearances might be unrelated.”

      A strained groan escaped Marlon as he shook his head. “No, Desa’s right,” he insisted. “Some nefarious group is behind this! When I woke up this morning, I could barely stand. I think they poisoned me.”

      “Do you have any evidence to that effect?” Broller prodded.

      Slapping his hand down on the desk, Marlon leaned forward to glare at the other man. “How am I supposed to get that?” he bellowed. “Isn’t my word enough?”

      Broller sat back with his hands gripping the armrests of his chair, studying Marlon in frosty silence. “Forgive my bluntness, Mr. Tanner, but you’re getting on in years. It shouldn’t be a surprise to you that you occasionally wake up feeling tired.”

      “I wasn’t tired! I was disoriented!”

      “All right! All right!” Desa interjected, striding forward and resting a hand on Marlon’s shoulder. Her touch seemed to calm the man somewhat. “Captain, we thank you for your assistance in this matter. Please keep us apprised of any developments in this case, and we’ll do the same if we come across any relevant information.”

      “You’re very welcome, Mrs. Kincaid. Don’t hesitate to drop by the station if you have any further questions.”

      “Come on, Marlon. We should go.”
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        * * *

      

      The street outside Desa’s house was still bustling as the morning wore on. People hurried about their business, visiting the various shops on the first floors of small, white buildings. The sun stood about halfway to its zenith, and it was already quite warm.

      Desa stood on the sidewalk with Kalia. The pair of them had spent half an hour consoling poor Marlon before the man left to speak to his wife’s friends. He was hoping that Sula might have said something or done something to indicate her intention to leave him. A strange thing for a man to hope for, but when the alternative theory was that your wife had been taken by a nefarious group who kidnapped Field Binders…

      “Broller was awfully blithe about the whole thing,” Desa muttered. “You’d think that three missing people would get his attention.”

      Kalia seated herself on the bottom step, thoughtfully watching the crowd shuffling past. “It’s been my experience that people in law enforcement often like to pretend that nothing is wrong even when they know in their gut that something is.”

      “You were a sheriff. How would you investigate something like this?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Turning to her partner, Desa raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “You have no idea?” she exclaimed. “Five years on the job – and six more as a deputy – and you never had to find a missing person?”

      A grimace twisted Kalia’s otherwise lovely features. “Desa, my days were spent breaking up bar fights, fending off bandits and assuring Timothy Harmon that the scratching sound from his closet was not, in fact, a demon. If someone went missing in Dry Gulch, the body usually turned up about six hours later.”

      “Well, it seems to me that if Sula was kidnapped, the perpetrators might have left some sign of their presence. A footprint. A discarded piece of fabric. Anything.”

      “That would be logical.”

      “Then we should search Marlon’s home for clues.”

      Kalia gestured up the sidewalk in the direction of Marlon’s house, and before Desa could say one word, the other woman was on her way. The walk didn’t take long; Marlon lived in the inner city, near the central pyramid.

      Like most buildings in Bekala, his home was made of white stone with black tiles on its gabled roof. The windows on the upper floor were wide open, a fact that did not escape Desa’s notice. Might that be how the kidnappers gained entry? It could be accomplished with Gravity-Sinks.

      She climbed the steps to his porch and used the knocker. A moment later, the door swung inward, and Marlon poked his head through the crack. “Oh…Hello.”

      “I’m glad you’re home.”

      “I should have gone into work, but I just couldn’t.”

      “Marlon, I don’t mean to intrude, but would it be all right if we took a look around your house? It might give us a clue as to what happened to Sula.”

      He pulled the door open and stepped aside, gesturing for her to enter. The interior of his house was nothing like the one she shared with Kalia. Wooden steps just inside the door led up to the second level. Sula had often complained about her aching knees. Those must have been a nightmare for her.

      The crystals she made – smaller versions of the enormous jewel that sat atop the pyramid – no doubt provided some relief. They were fragments of the Ether, given solid form. When shattered, they released a wave of energy that would heal almost any injury. They even slowed the aging process, though not completely.

      Some residents of the city – those who were most inclined to listen to people like Talia Sharp – believed that the crystals should be a closely-guarded secret. They were a treasure more valuable than Field Binding. If anyone ever learned of their true power, Bekala would be besieged by enemies.

      Except that Nari had been proclaiming the wonders of these crystals to anyone who would listen for over eight years now. Most people just didn’t believe her. Those who did thought it was some form of witchcraft. As people, the Eradians were horridly set in their ways.

      Desa could make the crystals – any Field Binder could – but Sula was an expert in the art. Perhaps that was why she had been taken.

      Stopping at the foot of the stairs, Desa twisted around to frown at Marlon. “When did you last see Sula?”

      The poor man stood in the doorway that led to his parlour, bracing one hand against the wall. His face crumpled, and his head sank. “Right before we went to bed last night. She bade me good night, and when I woke up, she was gone.”

      “May I inspect the bedroom?”

      “If you think it’ll help.”

      Kalia followed Desa up the stairs. The narrow landing required them to walk single-file. She saw three wooden doors, two of which were shut. The third led to Marlon and Sula’s bedroom.

      Bright sunlight came through a window that looked out on the street below, falling on a pair of twin beds that were still unmade. The sheets were rumpled and tossed about haphazardly. One of the pillows had fallen off to land on the floor next to the nightstand.

      Slipping into the space between the beds, Desa dropped to one knee. She snatched a piece of lint off the rug and held it up for inspection.

      “Did you find something?” Kalia asked from the hallway.

      “No.”

      “What exactly are you looking for?”

      Desa stood up, knuckling her back, and took a deep breath as she examined the room. “Something amiss,” she murmured. “Something that doesn’t belong. And there may be an easier way to find it.”

      Clearing her mind of all distractions, Desa made herself one with the Ether. The room became a roiling sea of particles. The floor, the walls, the air: she could perceive the tiny bits of matter that composed each one. Every object had its own unique structure.

      She searched the room with her mind, letting her thoughts brush over every floorboard, every piece of furniture, every chip in the plaster. Nothing stood out to her. This was just an ordinary bedroom.

      She found flakes of skin and strands of hair on each mattress, though detecting them required some effort. The Ether allowed her to sense her surroundings with perfect clarity, but she was overwhelmed by a tidal wave of information. Sifting through it was the tricky part, deciding where to focus her attention.

      Her search drifted into the hallway, to the hardwood floor and the balustrade at the top of the stairs. Kalia was standing there with Marlon at her side, both visible to Desa as clusters of dancing molecules.

      She strained…and froze.

      Releasing the Ether, Desa spun around and left the room. Kalia and Marlon were forced to make way for her. “What’s wrong?” Kalia asked.

      Kneeling on the floor, Desa bent forward to study a scuff mark. Her suspicions were confirmed upon closer inspection. That was clearly a bootprint, though the tread was unlike anything Desa had ever seen before. “Marlon,” she said softly, “put your foot next to that, please.”

      The poor fellow had to maneuver around Kalia, but when he did so, it was clear that he couldn’t have made the print. The boot would have been too large for him. “That has to be a man’s footprint,” Desa observed. “Do you know who might have made it?”

      “No, I don’t,” Marlon replied. “We have very few visitors, and those who do come to call rarely come upstairs. I can’t remember the last time it happened.”

      “Then I think we may have evidence of foul play.”

      Marlon shuddered.

      Desa stood up, dusting her hands, and fixed her gaze upon the man. “Speak to Captain Broller,” she said. “Ask him to take a look at this. I’m going to pursue another lead.”
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        * * *

      

      A stained-glass rose adorned the window behind Nari’s desk. The walls of her office were composed of the same pale stone that made up the rest of the pyramid. As such, the wooden furniture and vases full of fresh flowers seemed a tad out of place.

      A matronly woman in a blue dress, Nari sat with her hands folded in her lap. Streaks of gray were threaded through her bun of thick, black hair. Her round, brown-skinned face had developed a few wrinkles over the years, and the spectacles that she had started wearing shortly after regaining a mortal form reflected the lamplight. “Heldrid,” she murmured. “You haven’t mentioned him in almost eight years. Why inquire about him now?”

      Desa stood by the door with fists balled at her sides, frowning at the other woman’s attempt to change the subject. “Because he paid me a visit last night,” she spat. “He said that in forcing him to leave this world, I opened the door to something else.”

      “Goodness…”

      Striding across the room, Desa braced her hands on the desk and leaned forward. “What aren’t you telling me? You’ve always been tight-lipped about Heldrid. I accepted it because he was gone, but now I need answers.”

      Nari gazed up at her. “Yes,” she agreed. “You do. But I warn you, Desa; this is a dangerous topic.”

      “How so?”

      Desa felt a stirring in the Ether when the other woman triggered a Sonic-Sink. The Infusion had been placed within the very walls of this office, and when activated, it would prevent any sound from escaping this room. The implication was clear: Desa was not to repeat anything that she heard in the next few minutes.

      “Heldrid is alien,” Nari began.

      “Alien?”

      With a deep breath, Nari glanced up to the heavens. “Some of your more fanciful literature imagines aliens as beings not entirely unlike us. They travel the stars in great ships, sometimes befriending other worlds, sometimes conquering them.

      “Heldrid is nothing like that. His people have no ships. They hop from universe to universe, using methods that my people were never able to discover. What they want, I cannot say, but they have been with us since the days when humans were painting on the walls of caves.”

      Shivering, Desa squeezed her eyes shut and turned her face away. “Heldrid said that when he left this world, something or someone detected him. That they were able to trace his steps back here. And now Sula is missing.”

      “Her and two others.”

      “Do you think Heldrid is the culprit?”

      Nari grunted as she considered that. “No,” she said firmly. “You found a footprint outside Sula’s bedroom. That is not Heldrid’s way. If he had been the one to abduct Sula, then he would have done so without leaving any clues behind.”

      “So, there’s another player in this game.”

      “Yes, I think there is. And I think the game is just beginning.”
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        * * *

      

      The door to the basement flew open with a mighty crash, and Desa hurried down the wooden steps. There were no lamps down here – no electric bulbs – but she didn’t need them. She triggered multiple Light-Sources that she had Infused into coins, rocks and other knickknacks.

      In a heartbeat, the basement was bathed in soft radiance that illuminated the dirt floor and the wooden shelves that she and Kalia had constructed years ago. Black pipes along the ceiling carried water down from the kitchen and the bathroom. The place had an earthy smell, a musty odour that lingered in the air.

      Desa rushed over to a wooden chest that she had left in the corner, opening the lid with a loud creak. Inside, she found the mementos of a life long forgotten. Things that had belonged to another woman.

      Kalia appeared at the head of the stairs, resting one hand on the door frame and sighing when she saw what Desa was doing. “I knew it would happen eventually. I knew a day would come when you would open that thing.”

      Crouching before the chest, Desa twisted around to look over her shoulder. “I take it you don’t approve.”

      “On the contrary,” Kalia said, descending the first three steps. “If someone is kidnapping our people, then I think it’s time for Desa Kincaid to ride again.”

      Yanking a dagger out of the chest, Desa narrowed her eyes as she examined the blade. “Desa Kincaid is dead,” she growled. “You’ll have to make do with me.”

      She stood, turning her back on the chest, then tossed the knife up and caught the tip with a deft hand. She threw it as hard as she could, watching it tumble end over end as it flew across the room. It sank into a target that she had hung on the stone wall.

      A few inches shy of the bullseye.

      Kalia raised an eyebrow. “A bit out of practice, I see.”

      “Just a bit.”

      “So, what’s our next move?”

      “Go to my mother’s house,” Desa said. “Tell her that she has to watch Brendan for one more night.”

      Gripping the wooden railing with one hand, Kalia scowled at that. “And what are you going to do?”

      Desa retrieved another dagger from the chest, holding it up for inspection. “Me?” she said. “I’m going to war.”

      When the other woman was gone, she set to work, making herself one with the Ether. The basement became a tempest of particles that were joined together in loose configurations, each one vaguely resembling a solid object.

      She was intimately aware of her surroundings: the dirt under her feet, the dust in the air, the contents of the chest. The two daggers aside, no one would suspect that she could turn any of those items into a deadly weapon.

      The first was a simple iron bracelet: an old friend that had saved her life a hundred times over. It had developed a few rust spots since the last time she had seen it, but no matter. It would still serve its purpose.

      She caressed the bracelet with her mind, feeding strands of the Ether into the gaps between its molecules, Infusing the metal with a hunger for kinetic energy. The process took a good long while; she had to wait for each strand to thicken, applying directional modifiers so that it would only sap energy from objects that were hurtling toward her.

      That done, she moved on to a pair of coins, Infusing one with an excess of kinetic energy and the other with a wealth of gravitational energy. The former could unleash an explosion that rivalled the blast from a stick of dynamite. The latter became a deadly trap. When triggered, it would anchor her enemies in place while she gunned them down.

      Next, she infused a small pendant in the shape of a diamond, granting it the ability to drain light from the immediate area.

      On and on she went, Infusing item after item until she had a veritable arsenal at her command. She had half a dozen rings – mostly just plain iron bands – and each one received a connection to the Ether. She retrieved her guns from a small safe that she kept in the spare room along with a box full of ammo. Luckily, she had insisted on keeping them properly maintained over the years. Until today, she had thought that they would never be anything more than a teaching tool.

      She Infused several bullets, granting them the power to drain heat or freeze her enemies in place. She was ready. When she found whoever was taking her people, she wouldn’t falter.

      “Oh, very good.”

      She spun around to find Heldrid standing on the basement steps and grinning at her like a predator. “I see there’s still a bit of the old Desa left.”

      Cocking the hammer of her pistol, Desa growled as she took aim. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t put a slug through your head.”

      “Because I’ve come to help you.” The stairs didn’t creak under Heldrid’s surprisingly-light footsteps. “You want to know who’s taking your people. I can tell you where to find them.”

      “Last night, you said you were planning to stay out of it.”

      “Yes, but then I realized it would take you several long weeks to put all the pieces together. I try to be a patient man, but watching humans fumble about is the epitome of boredom. I thought it might be fun to accelerate the process.”

      “Where have they taken Sula?”

      Heldrid pointed at the ceiling. It took Desa a moment to realize that he didn’t mean the upper floors of her house. He meant the sky. “To the stars?” she breathed. “If that’s true, how can I possibly get her back?”

      Heldrid tittered. “You can’t! Not alone!” He undulated as he came closer, tilting his head to one side and then the other. “But you might be able to stop them from taking more of your people. They’re at it right now, you know?”

      “Where?”

      “Toran Von Jasier. That nice young man who made the trip from Aladar last year. I’m afraid he and his partner are in for quite a rude awakening. Or perhaps no awakening. I’m not entirely clear on what they’ll do to him once they have him.”

      Slamming her pistol into its holster, Desa scrambled up the steps. “Good luck!” Heldrid called after her. “Try not to get yourself killed!”
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      Desa didn’t realize how late it was until she went running out her front door. The sky was black with distant stars twinkling faintly. A crescent moon hung over the city, its silver light falling on the pyramid.

      She skidded to a stop at the foot of the porch steps, then wiped the sweat off her brow. She had been Field Binding for almost two hours, making a new arsenal of weapons. The process was invigorating – communing with the Ether healed her body and soothed her mind – but also tiring.

      The front door swung open, allowing Kalia to spill out onto the porch. “Where are you going?” the other woman panted. “You just came tearing up the stairs. You didn’t even stop to talk to me.”

      In truth, Desa hadn’t even realized that her partner had returned from Leean’s house. She had been so consumed by her work that she had failed to notice.

      Desa spun around, heaving out a breath. “Toran Von Jasier’s house,” she explained. “Heldrid says he will be the next victim.”

      “He lives on the south side of town. You’ll never make it in time.”

      “Yes, I will.”

      Turning her back on her partner and the home they had built together, Desa marched into the middle of the street. “Find Nari!” she shouted. “Tell her what happened! Then come join me! I might need your help!”

      “Whatever you say…” Kalia muttered.

      Desa triggered the Gravity-Sink she had Infused into her belt buckle. Weightless, she leaped and sailed up to the rooftops on the other side of the road. She killed the Sink a moment later, landing gently on the black tiles.

      In an instant, she was racing across the slanted roof and soaring over the backyard. It felt natural to her. Like riding a horse after several long months out of the saddle. The skills just came back.

      From this vantage point, she could see the pyramid and the humongous crystal that glittered in the moonlight. A single leap propelled her toward the towering structure. Her Gravity-Sink kept her aloft, but it didn’t provide forward momentum. The air currents would eventually slow her down.

      She fished a penny out of her pocket and tossed it into the distance behind herself. The coin had been Infused with a Force-Source that would apply kinetic energy to Desa and Desa alone.

      She triggered it and accelerated.

      Streaking over the city, the cold wind whipping her hair into a frenzy, she smiled. It had been far, far too long since she allowed herself to fly. She reached out behind herself, triggering the Gravity-Source in one of her rings.

      That particular Infusion would pull on the coin and only the coin. Sinks and Sources could be made to restrict their power to certain targets. Seconds later, the penny slammed into her palm, and she closed her fist around it.

      She flew over the pyramid, toward the south side of the city. The major streets formed concentric circles with spokes radiating outward from the Academy. Even at this hour, there were a few cars on the road, but not many. Midnight would be coming soon, and the taverns would be shutting their doors.

      With a twist of her body, Desa steered herself into the wind. She tried to drift toward the southeast quarter, but it wasn’t easy. She might have to use the coin again. Just a trickle of energy. She had enough left for a few more bursts, but after that, the Source would be depleted.

      As she neared Toran’s neighbourhood, she killed the Sink in her belt buckle for a fraction of a second. That momentary reassertion of gravity was enough to put her on a downward trajectory. She would have to be careful to land gracefully.

      Houses slid past beneath her.

      She had met the young man from Aladar several times; she knew where he lived. Though people came to Bekala from all over the world, it was nice to meet one who shared her place of birth. Things weren’t going so well there. Despite Desa’s warnings, the Prelate of Aladar was pursuing an expansionist policy. It was hard to get reliable news from so far away, but Toran claimed that the Synod had threatened to annex several territories from the Eradian Empire. Trying might mean the end of Aladar. Yes, Field Binding gave them an edge, but there was no arguing with sheer numbers. And the Eradians had an entire continent under their thumb.

      She descended toward a house that was somewhat larger than the one she shared with Kalia – a two-story building made of white stone with tiles on its slanted roof. It was hard to tell from up here, but something was off.

      She could have sworn that she saw something moving eastward on the road. A strange shimmer. Like heat rising off the pavement on a summer afternoon. It was only visible when it got within range of a lamppost, but she saw it.

      As she neared the house, Desa used her Force-Sink bracelet to slow her descent. Technically, she was drawing kinetic energy from the fast-approaching ground. But since motion was relative, the net result was that she came to a stop right outside Toran’s bedroom window.

      She grabbed the frame, planted her feet against the front wall of the house and pulled herself up. Peeking through the pane did very little to clarify matters; the room was dark. But she was fairly certain that she caught a flicker of movement.

      She pressed her palm against the windowpane and released a tiny burst of kinetic energy from her ring. Just enough to crack the glass. Shards fell to the floor, prompting a shout of alarm from someone inside the house.

      Desa crawled through the window.

      She stood up, quickly taking stock of her surroundings. In the soft light that spilled in from the street, it looked like any other bedroom. The bed was on her left, but it was empty, the sheets disturbed.

      The door stood wide open, and she caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure pushing something through a hallway that led to the stairs. Two more lingered inside the bedroom: both tall, mannish creatures with broad shoulders and bulbous heads.

      In their moment of shocked confusion, Desa removed one of her rings and tossed it onto the floor. She triggered the Light-Source that she had created less than an hour ago. The sudden burst of radiance made her eyes smart, but she got a good look at Toran’s would-be kidnappers.

      They were clothed all in black, each one sporting a pair of heavy boots and a pistol on his hip. Those bulbous heads were actually helmets with clear screens over each man’s face. And they were men. That much was certain.

      Her little trick with the ring had startled them, but they recovered quickly. One of them said something in a language she didn’t recognize. The other – a hulking brute who stood by the door – drew his gun in one smooth motion.

      Desa ran for him.

      Dropping to her knees, she slid along the floor as the man raised his weapon. Bullets raced past above her, flying through the window. When she got close, she grabbed his wrist.

      A quick twist made him drop the gun. Desa stood and drove her fist into his chest, shoving the man backward. He collided with the bedroom door and stumbled out into the hallway, growling.

      The other one aimed his pistol.

      Spinning on him, Desa brought her forearm up in front of her face, triggering the Force-Sink in her bracelet. Bullets jerked to a halt right in front of her, hovering in the air. She let them fall to the floor a second later.

      The intruder cocked his head, confused by what he saw.

      In a heartbeat, Desa had her revolver out of its holster, her thumb pulling back the hammer. “Enough is enough,” she said, pointing the gun at him.

      The masked man tapped something on his gauntlet just before she squeezed the trigger. A flickering wall of lightning appeared from out of nowhere, strobing so fast it almost seemed to be solid.

      Thunder roared as she fired several times. Each slug bounced off the energy barrier, landing on the floor as smoking lumps of flattened metal. Where did these two come from? What kind of power-.

      The energy barrier was hurtling toward Desa.

      She threw herself sideways, rolling across the floor to the foot of the bed. The shield of lightning hit the wall instead, leaving cracks in the plaster. She was on her feet in a second.

      Revolver in hand, she aimed for the man’s leg and ran forward. Her bullet ripped through his knee, causing him to scream and collapse against the wall, blood fountaining from the wound.

      Desa hurried across the room, grabbed the man’s vest and pressed the barrel of her gun against the clear face plate. She fired one more shot that burst through the back of his helmet.

      Her revolver was empty, and she didn’t have time to reload. The one on her left hip still carried a full cylinder, but every round was Infused. She wanted to save them for a more challenging opponent.

      The dead man’s fallen pistol would work just as well. It was shaped like a gun, but the barrel had a distinct trapezoid shape. Odd that. Still, the weapon had a trigger, and that was all she needed to know.

      She stepped into the hallway, but the brute that she had disarmed was long gone. As were his two companions. They had taken Toran and his partner Naveer, but they could not have gone far. Maybe she could still catch them.

      Turning around, she bolted across the bedroom and jumped through the window. She triggered her Gravity-Sink, descending gently to the ground, landing in a crouch. An instant later, she was on her feet and sprinting up the street.

      She had to strain, but when she forced her eyes to focus, she noticed one of those shimmers passing underneath a streetlight. She had a pretty good idea of what was going on here. That shimmer was some kind of invisibility curtain. The kidnappers used it to conceal themselves from anyone who might look out a window.

      Gritting her teeth, Desa snarled as she chased them. Her face was on fire, sweat rolling over her forehead. “Not my city!” she hissed. “Not my people! Play your games somewhere else!”

      She leaped with a pulse of her Gravity-Sink, gaining incredible height as she soared over the street. Dropping to the ground, she noticed a strange rippling as she passed through the barrier that shielded her enemies from prying eyes.

      She landed with a grunt.

      The so-called curtain was actually a bubble that surrounded three of the black-clad men and some kind of floating bed that they were carrying to the edge of town. At least, she assumed that was their destination.

      The bed was a platform that hovered about four feet off the ground, and Toran was sound asleep on top of it. Desa had no idea how it stayed aloft. All she could say was that Gravity-Sinks played no part in the process. She would have felt that.

      One of the men drew his gun.

      Desa thrust her open palm toward him, releasing a wave of kinetic energy that sent him flying. He passed through the shimmering bubble and landed in the street, grunting when his shoulder hit the pavement.

      The others abandoned their floating platform – and still, it didn’t fall – choosing instead to advance on her.

      Lifting her stolen pistol in both hands, Desa narrowed her eyes and lined up a shot that struck the one on her left. The slug bounced off his vest, but the impact was enough to throw him down on his backside.

      The other one unclipped some kind of baton from his belt. But this was no ordinary cudgel. Sparks crackled along the shaft. Almost as if the weapon contained an Electric-Source. But still, she felt no stirrings in the Ether.

      At first, Desa wondered why the man didn’t draw his pistol. But then she realized that it was sitting on the floor of Toran’s bedroom. This was the brute she had disarmed earlier.

      He came forward, raising his weapon.

      Desa put a slug through his foot, eliciting a scream. The big oaf toppled over, falling hard on his side and writhing on the pavement.

      The other two were already fleeing, racing up the street to the city’s eastern border. They abandoned Toran; claiming their prize wasn’t worth enduring more punishment, it seemed. Well, at least Desa had saved one of her people.

      Now, she needed answers.
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        * * *

      

      Wind swept through the tallgrass on Bekala’s eastern border. The stars twinkled overhead, a crescent moon smiling upon the city. On any other night, Razor would have called it a romantic setting. He idly wondered what Melissa would think if she could see it. Earth’s moon gave off a similar, silver light, or so he had been told. He had never had the chance to visit that world.

      Nearly a hundred armoured troops had gathered near the SlipGate. They stood in neat, little rows of six men apiece, waiting patiently to receive their orders. No one spoke; they had learned long ago that engaging in useless chatter could be hazardous to their health. Isara was the sort of mistress who severely punished any lapse in discipline.

      Clad in a red bodysuit that clung lovingly to her slender frame, she paced through the grass with a scowl that made Razor want to hide. One of the newest recruits stared, but the next man in line elbowed him.

      Razor wondered if Isara had noticed.

      She was a gorgeous woman – tall and pale with a pretty face and auburn hair that she wore in a braid – but a year in her service had taught him that she enjoyed pain far more than pleasure. If she caught one of the soldiers ogling her, she might just decide to take him to her bed. And the poor fool might not survive the experience.

      “They’re taking too long,” Isara hissed.

      Razor stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his shoulders square and his chin thrust out. He was taller than most men – lean and muscular with copper skin and short, black hair. A beard of sharp stubble caressed his jawline. “They will arrive soon,” he insisted, even though there was no guarantee of that.

      Isara froze in mid-step, fixing him with a glare that turned his blood to ice. “How long does it take to incapacitate two men?”

      Razor didn’t answer.

      With a sigh, Isara turned her back on him and stared off toward the distant city. “A curious little planet,” she murmured. “I must admit, my interest is piqued.”

      Razor said nothing. When it came to Isara, silence was golden. The most innocuous comment could provoke her. And yet, she was also capable of random acts of kindness. You never knew what to expect from her.

      That was the point.

      Twisting, she looked over her shoulder and studied him from the corner of her eye. “Be honest, Razor. Haven’t you thought about testing yourself against one of these so-called Field Binders?”

      “I…”

      “No, I suppose not. That would require courage beyond your measure.”

      Perhaps she was right.

      Razor found himself transfixed by the sight of his own metal hand. The fingers made a soft, whirring sound as he wiggled them. The prosthetic was a constant reminder of his cowardice. His real hand had been lost in a fight with the Justice Keepers. It could have been restored, but the process involved dying and trusting the Inzari to transfer his mind to a new body. Needless to say, he had refused.

      He was drawn out of his reverie by the sound of footsteps in the grass. He looked up to find a pair of soldiers scrambling toward the camp in a mad dash. “Mistress,” one of them panted as he stumbled up to Isara. “We encountered resistance.”

      “Did you now?”

      “The Field Binder woman. The one the prisoners kept talking about…”

      Isara smiled as her gaze fell upon the cowering man. “So, the rumours are true,” she muttered. “Intriguing.”

      She turned on her heel, facing the rest of her troops, and gestured to the city behind her. “I think it’s time we taught them the price of resistance. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      No one spoke.

      “Excellent. Divide into teams and enter the city. Kill anyone who resists. And bring me more of these Field Binders.”

      The winded soldier was bent over with a hand pressed to his chest, shaking his head in dismay. “What about the woman?” he gasped. “She’s…formidable.”

      Giggling, Isara turned to him. “Don’t you worry about that,” she cooed, caressing his cheek with a gentle hand. “I’ll deal with her.”
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        * * *

      

      Pushing the hover-bed through the pyramid’s back entrance, Desa hissed at the sound of her prisoner’s endless whimpering. The brutish man now occupied the bed. She had delivered Toran to his neighbours with instructions to see him taken to the hospital. Nothing could wake him.

      The brute, on the other hand, had to make do with a tourniquet around his foot. Desa had removed his helmet, revealing a pale face with a strong jaw and short, brown hair. He grimaced as tears leaked from his eyes, moaning from the pain. At least he had stopped thrashing. She had been forced to prove on three separate occasions that she would punish his attempts to escape.

      The pyramid’s corridors were made of pale, beige stone with Light-Sources Infused into individual bricks. They gave off a soft, white glow and just enough illumination to let her navigate with ease.

      Two of her former students – Jon Talson and Lenia Nin Casila – walked side by side through the passageway. They yelped when they saw Desa coming, hopping out of the way. Nari must have called them in. No doubt she had decided that they needed every Field Binder they could get.

      “Ma’am!” Jon barked. “What are we to do?”

      Desa spared a glance for him and then continued on her way. “Meet up with the Watch!” she called out. “There may be more of these roving bands throughout the city. Be careful! They use some kind of technology that makes them invisible!”

      The tunnel brought her to the Great Hall, a huge room with a raised floor in the middle. A circular hole in the ceiling allowed the bottom of the enormous crystal to poke through. Nari sat directly beneath it with her eyes closed, holding hands with Kalia and Sarin Nin Ralo. The three of them formed a circle, all sitting cross-legged, all lost in deep meditation. Desa could feel the Ether pulsing through them.

      No doubt they were using it to search the city for threats, extending the range of their senses by working together. Desa was hesitant to interrupt, but Nari was the only one who might be able to explain the hover-bed and the weapons she had seen.

      The brutish man wheezed, tossing his head from side to side.

      Nari cracked an eye when she heard his cries, releasing the Ether as she stood up. “What’s this?”

      Desa guided the hover-bed up the steps to the raised platform. “You tell me,” she said. “It’s not a Gravity-Sink.”

      Cautiously, Nari approached the wounded man and laid a hand on his forehead. “Get me a crystal.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise? He did try to kill me.”

      “We will not leave him to suffer when we have the means to ease his pain.” Sarin hurried over with a thin shard of crystal that she offered to the headmistress. Nari studied it for a moment. “It should be enough.”

      She pressed the shard into the big man’s palm, closing his fingers around it. “Crush it.” But of course, the man didn’t understand. He stared up at them with feral hatred in his brown eyes, hissing from the pain of his wound.

      Nari had to squeeze his fist until the crystal shattered.

      A halo of light travelled up his arm, oscillating through a rainbow of colours as it enveloped his body. The man gasped, arching his back, and writhed on the hover-bed. His legs kicked instinctively.

      Finally, the light faded, and the man settled down. Desa removed the tourniquet to reveal unblemished skin on his foot. Skin that was marked by a few spots of dried blood, but other than that, you would never know that he had been injured.

      The man tried to sit up, but Desa and Nari pressed their hands against his chest, forcing him back down. He thrashed, grabbing Desa’s arm with gloved fingers. She had to hold him in place.

      “Can you understand us?” she shouted.

      Baring his teeth, the man snarled at her. His face was flushed, his wild eyes flicking from Desa to Nari and back again. Words came flying out of his mouth, but she had no idea what he was trying to say.

      “Do you recognize this language?”

      Nari shook her head.

      Once again, the man tried to escape. Desa had to draw her gun and press its muzzle against his cheek. That settled him down right quick. “Good,” she said. “Now, why are you abducting my people?”

      Kalia shouldered her way between Nari and Sarin, frowning at the strange man. “He doesn’t understand,” she observed. “What is this flying machine you’ve found, my love?”

      “Don’t ask me,” Desa growled. “I have no idea how it works.”

      “Anti-gravity technology,” Nari breathed. “My people were experimenting with it before our society collapsed.”

      Desa looked up at her, blinking several times. “Might these be an offshoot of your people then? A splinter group?”

      “I don’t think so, but who can say? Thirty millennia have passed since my people fled to this world. It’s a miracle that I can still remember those days.”

      A miracle indeed.

      Thirty thousand years ago, Desa’s ancestors had developed technology that allowed them to visit other universes. Their exploits had drawn the attention of a malevolent entity that tried to wipe them out.

      As their planet withered, they were left with no choice but to use the Gateway one last time. They found a world that was suitable for human life and fled there, hoping that the entity would not follow. Nari had been the one to lead them on that perilous journey. Her and Driala, another would-be goddess.

      Until now, Desa had assumed that Nari’s group was the only one to escape their original homeworld. But perhaps there was another. Maybe some of those refugees had travelled to a different universe, to another planet that could support them. Maybe these men were their offspring.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Kalia interjected. “They’re invading the city.”

      “What?”

      “We detected them by communing with the Ether. They’ve divided into teams of about six men each, and they’re already moving through the outer neighbourhoods.”

      Hissing air through her teeth, Desa felt her heart pounding. “We need to alert the Watch!” she snarled. “And tell them to be careful! These people have technology beyond anything you can imagine!”

      “I’m on it,” Kalia said, turning and running to the edge of the raised platform. She leaped with a pulse of her Gravity-Sink and sailed into a tunnel that led to the pyramid’s main entrance.

      Desa returned her pistol to its holster. “Keep an eye on him,” she said, directing a scowl at the prisoner. “Restrain him if you have to.”

      “Where are you going?” Nari asked.

      “I’m going to deal with the intruders. And show them what a Field Binder can do.”
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      Desa sprinted down New Spring Avenue, heading for the east side of town. All these swirling emotions – the fear, the anger, the exhilaration – brought back memories. Her senses hadn’t been this sharp in years.

      She kept to the sidewalks, trying to stay out of sight. It wouldn’t do for some stray bullet to take her out before she even found the enemy. And she had no doubt that at least some of them had long-range weapons. They had to! If you possessed the technology to make a floating bed, then building a rifle that could hit a target from a mile away would be easy. Or so she thought.

      Her only hope was that Field Binding would be enough to counter the advantages offered by those advanced weapons. It was a tenuous hope, but not an unreasonable one. She had bested those two at Toran’s house even with their walls of light.

      The houses and shops on either side of the road were dark. The Watch had sent officers to the outer neighbourhoods with instructions for the civilians. People were to remain in their homes. Stay out of sight, and try not to draw attention to yourself: Those were the rules. Desa wasn’t sure what good it would do. For all she knew, her enemies possessed the ability to see through walls.

      Huffing and puffing as she bolted up the street, she drew a hissing breath through her teeth. She had allowed herself to grow lax. True, she ran every day – at thirty-nine years old, she could still beat half the Watch in an honest footrace – but she didn’t train. Not the way she used to. And that scared her.

      Because she would need to be at her best.

      Her sharp eyes noticed something in the distance. Movement near one of the streetlights. The black-clad troops weren’t bothering with their miraculous, invisibility curtain; they moved openly through the streets, carrying rifles that projected some kind of red beams. Well, if they wanted to give away their location…

      Pressing her back against the wall of a shop, Desa slid sideways. She cast a glance toward them, her mouth tight with anxiety. “Just a little closer…”

      She counted six of them, all men. Each one stood at least a foot taller than her. Not that it mattered. She had bested opponents who towered over her on numerous occasions. Cunning and intelligence beat brute strength every time.

      Speaking of cunning, she fished a copper mark out of her pocket. One of the many weapons she had Infused earlier, the coin contained a Force-Source that would unleash a powerful blast.

      Infusions could be given modifiers that would trigger them when certain physical conditions were met – a bullet might “detonate” when it struck a wall, for instance – but she preferred to keep things simple. She felt every single one of her Sinks and Sources as a little bundle of awareness in the back of her mind. She could track them even if they were taken to the far side of the planet and trigger them with a single thought. It was as simple as moving her arm.

      The enemy soldiers were coming closer. So far, they didn’t seem to have noticed her. Well, it was time to change all that.

      Desa ran right for them.

      All six men stopped dead in the middle of the road, surprised that she would so brazenly charge into battle against a superior force. Their leader gestured to her with a gloved hand and shouted something incomprehensible.

      The others raised their rifles.

      Desa brought her left arm up in front of her face, shielding herself and triggering the Force-Sink in her bracelet. Bullets flew, some zipping past her, a few stopping right in front of her, hanging in the air. The men grunted in shock.

      Desa leaped with a pulse of her Gravity-Sink, gaining incredible height as she soared toward them. She tossed the coin, watching as it landed in the middle of their group.

      Before she even touched down, she ordered it to release a wave of kinetic energy that hurled three of the six men to opposite sides of the street. Two to her right, one to her left. Bodies slammed into the houses on either side of the road.

      The other three were flung backward, landing hard on the rough ground. Two of them were dizzy, staggering in the street with just enough space for her to slip between them. The third was further back, but he lost his balance completely and fell on his ass. Time to end this.

      Unsheathing her knives, she bolted for the man on her left.

      He stumbled woozily and looked up just in time to see Desa barreling toward him. His eyes widened, and he tried to raise his rifle.

      Desa kicked the gun out of his hands, sending it clattering onto the road, then spun and slashed her blade across his throat. Blood sprayed from the wound. The man clamped both hands onto his neck, falling on his knees.

      She turned to the other one just in time to see him swinging his weapon around in a desperate attempt to target her. Gasping, she shielded her face behind her forearm and triggered her Force-Sink. The bracelet sapped his kinetic energy, leaving him as still as a statue.

      Moving out of the line of fire, Desa closed the distance in one long stride. She released him, provoking a grunt of surprise, and drove her knife through his neck before he could recover his wits.

      Pulling it free, she turned her back on him as he gurgled and fell to die beside his comrade. Now for the final man in this unhappy group. That one had retreated further up the road, using the time she spent killing his friends to get away. His rifle came up, the red beam of light flashing in Desa’s eyes.

      She dove for the ground, somersaulting over the pavement as bullets sped past above her. Coming up in a crouch, she threw one dagger with a deft hand.

      It tumbled end over end several times and sank into the man’s thigh, provoking a shriek. As he bent double, the rifle falling from his trembling hands, Desa triggered the Electric-Source she had Infused into the blade.

      Current burned through the man’s body, causing him to jitter and squeal as smoke rose from his exposed skin. He toppled over, lying stretched out on his side, his mouth agape in a silent scream.

      Striding past him, Desa stooped just long enough to yank her knife out of his flesh. She slammed both daggers back into their sheaths, turned around and drew her right-hand pistol. The one with ordinary ammunition.

      Gripping the weapon tightly, she targeted the other three men, the ones who had been flung onto the sidewalks. One of those fools was down on all fours, reaching for his fallen rifle.

      Desa’s bullet went straight through his hand, producing a yelp that she barely heard over the gun’s roar. The son of a bitch rolled over, clutching his wounded hand and moaning.

      One of the others turned his head just in time to receive a slug through his clear faceplate. His body jerked backward, slamming into the wall and sliding down until he hit the ground.

      She was about to finish off the last of them when her ears picked up something. A steady, humming sound from somewhere behind her. She spun around to find a white ball floating over the road.

      It looked like a gigantic eye, complete with a lens placed smack-dab in the middle. And it was staring at her. This had to be one of those advanced weapons, but she couldn’t even begin to guess what it might-

      The hum intensified, rising in pitch.

      Desa jumped, pulsing her Gravity-Sink less than half a second before some kind of orange beam shot out of the ball. She performed a backflip, dropping to the ground some fifty feet away, watching as the beam drew a line in the pavement.

      It was coming for her.

      Without thinking, Desa threw herself sideways and rolled to the curb. The ball tried to adjust its aim, but its lance of fire vanished. Perhaps it had run out of power? But if that were the case, wouldn’t it fall?

      Desa raised her pistol, cocking the hammer and aiming for the strange device. The ball moved in erratic patterns – up and down, left and right – refusing to stay still. Try as she might, she couldn’t draw a bead on it.

      And then the lens started to glow.

      Discarding her gun, Desa closed her fist and released a stream of lightning from her ring. A jagged bolt of electricity struck the ball as it tried to slide out of the way.

      It fell to the ground a second later, exploding on contact and leaving a pothole the size of a dinner plate. Desa flinched as several pieces of debris flew past her and crashed through storefront windows.

      Raising a hand to shield her face, she winced and shook her head. “Who are these people?” She retrieved her pistol with haste and returned it to its holster. The only man she hadn’t incapacitated had taken the opportunity to escape. Well, there were plenty more targets to choose from.

      She ran, continuing her mad dash for the edge of town, passing building after building. Sooner or later, she would encounter another group of soldiers. Was the correct term a platoon? A brigade? She had never bothered to learn military jargon.

      She went a block and a half without any trouble, but as she neared the next intersection, the sound of rich, musical laughter made her freeze. A woman in red stood on a nearby rooftop, clapping her hands and giggling. “Well done!”

      She stepped off the ledge and descended gracefully to the sidewalk. Without the use of a Gravity-Sink. Desa felt no perturbations in the Ether. Whoever this stranger was, her power did not come from Field Binding.

      Stepping into the road, the woman planted her hands on her hips and regarded Desa with a sneer. “You’ve made quite a nuisance of yourself.” She spoke with an odd accent. Not Aladri or Eradian but something else entirely. Her words came slowly with a slight drawl. “I respect that.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m the woman who’s going to kill you.”

      Wheezing with laughter, Desa shook her head. “Well, now I’m petrified!” she exclaimed. “No one’s ever tried that before!”

      “Come, Field Binder,” the woman purred. “Show me what you can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Emerging from an alley, Kalia rested a hand on the grip of her holstered pistol as she scanned the street. A troop of Watchmen in blue uniforms came hurrying past. None of them saw her, and she couldn’t help but notice the lapse. As the sheriff of Dry Gulch, the one lesson that she had drilled into her deputies over and over was, “Pay attention to your surroundings.”

      Granted, it was hard to spot someone who was hiding in the shadows, but she could have picked off three of those louts before they even realized she was there. And yet, they were the city’s first line of defence.

      It irked her that she had been forced to track down Broller. Someone had to inform the good captain that his city was under attack. Kalia did the job because it needed doing, but deep down inside, she wished that she was with Desa.

      Her love was out there somewhere: alone and surrounded by enemies. But that was Desa’s way. She had a bad habit of running off to fight alone against impossible odds. She seemed to think that she was protecting her friends.

      Well, Desa could be an idiot sometimes.

      Cautiously, Kalia skulked along the sidewalk. Laurel Way was one of the circular roads that surrounded the pyramid. She was avoiding the spokes, hoping to go unnoticed until she found her partner, using side streets to make her way eastward.

      She had tried communing with the Ether for all the good it did. Her range of sensitivity was somewhat limited. When working alone, most Field Binders could use the Ether to track anything within half a mile of their position. Kalia wasn’t nearly so talented.

      Her Infusions were the talk of the town – she had devised a method of long-range communication using Sonic-Sources – but sensitivity? That wasn’t her forte. The invaders were coming from the east, and therefore, Desa would go in that direction. That was all she knew.

      Kalia slipped onto Ash Street, a stubby little road that connected two of the concentric circles. The houses here were tall and narrow, with large front windows. They had been constructed several years after the founding of the city.

      Keeping to the shadows, she darted from lamppost to lamppost. Years ago, she had asked Desa to teach her how to move silently. The other woman was a master of stealth. Some of those lessons were racing through Kalia’s memory, but it was all so muddled. Asking had been an idle curiosity; she had never dreamed that she would one day have to employ those skills.

      It took all of two minutes for her to reach Golden Lily Way, the city’s most prestigious shopping district. There were no tiny houses here. Every building was at least three stories high, and most had storefront windows.

      She passed the flower shop that she liked to visit every time Desa celebrated a birthday and the book shop that offered titles from places as far away as Aladar and Ithanar. She had fallen in love with this city, and it killed her to think that after a decade of peace, someone had brought the horror of war to her home.

      Kalia froze when she noticed a man walking alone in the middle of the road. At first, he was just a shadow, but when he stepped into the light, she got a look at his face. He was tall and slim with a copper complexion. The stubble on his jawline gave him a rugged look.

      But that wasn’t what captured her attention.

      It was crazy – she knew that – but she would have sworn to any god you could name that this fellow had a metal hand. That couldn’t be right. It had to be a glove of some kind.

      The man cocked his head, smiling when he caught sight of her, and extended his hand. He crooked a finger, bidding her to come closer. Kalia backed away instead. If he was one of the invaders…

      She was about to turn and run, but the man leaped, sailing through the air as if on a cloud. He touched down right in front of her, his smile becoming a wolfish grin. “Fieeeld Biiinder,” he slurred.

      Kalia retreated, moving across the road, nearly tripping over her own feet. “That’s right,” she panted. “I’m a Field Binder. So, if you don’t flee right this instant, I’m going to-”

      The peculiar man advanced on her, refusing to let her escape. “Coooome wiiish me.” Did he not speak the language? It was as if his mouth didn’t know how to form the words. “Cooooome.”

      Her full-armed slap took him across the cheek. His head jerked to the side, and for the briefest moment, Kalia thought she had persuaded him to back down. But then he rubbed his smarting jaw. And when his hateful gaze fell upon her, she knew she was in trouble.

      He threw a punch.

      Kalia ducked, a metal fist flying over her, then popped up and slugged him. He stumbled, surprised that she was able to land a hit.

      Kalia pressed her attack with another punch, but the strange man caught her wrist. He delivered a backhand blow that left her head spinning. Everything went dark as the vertigo set in.

      She barely noticed when the man seized her shirt with both hands and lifted her off the road. A hard shove sent her flying backwards. She collided with a lamppost, pain surging through her body, and fell to her knees.

      Her vision cleared just in time for her to see the man charging toward her. He leaped into a flying kick.

      “No,” Kalia growled, triggering the Force-Sink in her pendant. The directional modifiers she had applied ensured that it would only take kinetic energy from things that were coming toward her.

      The man came to an abrupt halt, hanging in the air, his face frozen in an expression of pure rage.

      Kalia forced herself to stand, snarling at him, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth. “You think you’re so tough.” Killing the Sink released him. He landed with a grunt, startled by this sudden turn of events.

      Kalia kicked him in the groin.

      Doubling over in pain, he wheezed and clutched at his pelvis. His mouth dropped open, and his eyes flared wide.

      Another punch to the face knocked him senseless. The son of a bitch hit the pavement, groaning on impact.

      Kalia took the opportunity to hop over him and run for the nearest alley. Her heart sank when she heard a scuffling sound behind her. Turning around revealed that her opponent was already back on his feet.

      His lips peeled back from clenched teeth. With incredible speed, he yanked his pistol out of its holster.

      Kalia thrust her open palm toward him, triggering the Force-Source in her ring. The kinetic blast slammed into him, throwing him backward. His shoulder clipped the lamppost as he soared past it.

      Momentum carried him all the way to the nearest house, and he squealed as his spine collided with the rough stone. Then he fell, dropping his weapon and landing sprawled out on the sidewalk.

      Yanking her revolver out of its holster, Kalia cocked the hammer and raised the gun in both hands. She tried to line up a clean shot.

      Something happened in the fraction of a second before she pulled the trigger. A shimmering curtain formed, distorting her opponent into a rippling blob of blackness. The gun went off with a roar and a brilliant flash.

      Kalia’s bullet got trapped in that strange shimmer. She watched in horror as it curved off to the left and looped around. Almighty have mercy!

      She threw herself down on her belly an instant before the slug zipped over her. It shattered the bookshop’s front window, glass falling to land on the sidewalk. And the momentary distraction gave her enemy the time he needed.

      When she sat up, he was already pacing across the road. He grabbed Kalia’s shirt and lifted her. “No!” she whimpered.

      A vicious headbutt left her disoriented. Once again, the man shoved her away with incredible force. She wailed as she hit the wall, falling hard to the ground, glass crunching beneath her.

      And still, the man kept coming.

      Lifting her head required some effort. Her bleary eyes wouldn’t focus. Who was this bastard? How could he turn her weapons against her like that? No, no…That wasn’t important. She had to think. Had to…Maybe one of Desa’s tricks would help.

      Kalia reached into her pocket, retrieving a silver penny. She tossed it at the foreigner, and he caught it with that ugly, metal hand.

      His mistake.

      Kalia triggered the Electric-Source she had Infused into the coin. Sparks flashed over the man’s fist, and he trembled, stumbling backward into the road. His legs gave out. And then he was writhing on the ground, twitching and shrieking. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of agony, he went still. Guilt crept into Kalia’s mind. She had never killed anyone before. But what choice did she have?

      Pulling a thin piece of crystal out of her pocket, she shattered it to release a halo of light that washed over her body. The colours oscillated as the Ether’s healing power mended her wounds. She breathed a sigh of relief when the pain receded.

      “Desa,” she whispered, getting to her feet. No more skulking through back alleys. She had to find her partner.

      Now.
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        * * *

      

      Pacing across the street, Desa looked over her shoulder to study the strange woman. “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble just to kidnap a few Field Binders,” she noted. “Why? What are we to you?”

      The woman stood in the road with a menacing smile. Desa couldn’t take her eyes off that form-fitting suit. And not just because her enemy was a miraculous specimen of female perfection. What kind of material was that? How did it cling to the curves of a human body?

      The stranger wore a pistol on her right hip, a firearm that looked remarkably similar to the one Desa had stolen. She had spent a few minutes trying to discern how it worked. The gun had colour-coded switches that activated a series of lights on the barrel. Each one seemed to produce a different kind of ammunition, though she couldn’t even begin to guess what they were for. Who were these people? Why did they need Field Binders if they had technology like that?

      “You misunderstand,” the woman replied. “I have no interest in this benighted little world. But your people are something of an anomaly. This Ether of yours…The Inzari wish to study it.”

      “And who are these Inzari?”

      “Beings more powerful than your wildest imaginings.”

      “They come from the stars?”

      Tossing her head back, the woman cackled. “They come from other universes! They have explored realities that would break your mind and conquered the boundaries of Death itself! They are gods, Desa Kincaid!”

      Closing her eyes, Desa took a deep breath and then nodded slowly. “Gods,” she muttered. “You know, it’s not the first time I’ve heard that. There are no gods, Stranger. People have a tendency to worship anything that can perform awe-inspiring feats of ‘magic.’”

      She triggered her Gravity-Sink and jumped, rising a few feet into the air. “But if you look carefully, the trick always has a simple explanation.”

      The stranger grinned, chuckling as she sauntered up the road. “An intriguing proposition.” Her voice was like silk, but her body…Desa recognized the stance of a predator ready to pounce. “Might I offer a rebuttal?”

      Desa fell to the ground when she killed her Sink, her boots pounding the pavement. “And what’s that?”

      “Simply a test of your hypothesis. If you are so convinced that it’s all just tricks and deception, then you should have no problem defeating me.”

      “I have no time for this!” Desa snarled, drawing her pistol. She cocked the hammer, aimed for the woman’s face and pulled the trigger. CRACK!

      The stranger flinched – just a slight tilt of her head – but the bullet slid right past her ear. Fear crept into Desa’s heart. No one was that fast. And yet, the woman outdid herself many times over.

      She blurred into a streak of colour, racing up the street and resolidifying right in front of Desa. She kicked the gun out of Desa’s hand, then spun for a hook kick.

      Reacting without thought, Desa ducked and let it pass over her. She popped up as her opponent came around for a punch.

      Desa caught the other woman’s wrist, grunting from the effort. She threw a punch of her own, but her enemy responded in kind, seizing her forearm. The stranger flung Desa’s arms apart.

      She jumped with a high kick to the chest that had Desa staggering backward. Pain ripped through her body like a spear, and the next thing she knew, she was falling onto her backside.

      “Impressive. You’re faster than I would have expected.”

      Screaming as she thrust her open palm forward, Desa released a burst of kinetic energy from one of her rings. The stranger was thrown backward like a leaf on the wind. She curled up into a ball, somersaulted through the air and landed poised in the middle of the street.

      With lightning reflexes, she drew that odd pistol. The gun made a soft beep, and half a second later, the stranger had it pointed at Desa.

      Ignoring the pain, Desa rolled sideways an instant before bullets drove themselves into the ground. She got up on one knee, drew her left-hand pistol and cocked the hammer. “If you’re going to use fancy powers…”

      A squeeze of the trigger released a slug that struck the road about three feet away from the stranger’s right foot. The woman snorted. “I think your aim’s a little off.”

      Desa activated the Force-Source she had Infused into the metal.

      The pavement exploded with a terrible roar, chunks of it spraying into the air. The stranger was hurled sideways – off the road and over the sidewalk. Her shoulder slammed into the front wall of a house, and she groaned. “Most impressive.”

      The stranger turned, putting her back to the house, rubbing her sore shoulder with the opposite hand. A wince crumpled her face. “Oh, very good! I was beginning to think this would be a little too one-sided.”

      Holstering her gun, Desa drew the two daggers that she wore on her belt. Each one became a fan of metal in her hands. She caught the hilt of both knives, thrusting one into the air, pointing the other at her adversary.

      Desa narrowed her eyes. “You want a fight? Let’s fight.”

      Little did the stranger know, both blades were Infused. One would fry her with electricity. The other would freeze her solid. All Desa had to do was score one good hit. A moment of contact between metal and flesh.

      The stranger leaped with a growl, flipping over Desa’s head.

      Whirling around to face her enemy, Desa watched as the woman landed on the opposite curb. A sly grin cracked her face in two. “Come on then, little one,” she purred. “Show me your power.”

      Rage boiled within Desa as she charged across the road. This had to end now! No one else would be taken!

      She tried to stab her opponent through the eye.

      The woman leaned sideways, a blade flashing over her shoulder. She brought one hand up to strike Desa’s wrist, knocking the knife away, then used the other for a punch that left stars dancing in Desa’s vision.

      The stranger spun for a back-kick, driving her foot into Desa’s chest. But it wasn’t raw strength that hurled Desa across the street. She knew that feeling of acceleration well. This was the work of a Gravity-Source.

      Desa crashed into the wall of a bakery, groaning on impact. Her knives clattered to the ground, and she followed them soon after, landing on her knees. The pain was even more intense than before. She knew without a doubt that she had a broken rib.

      Searching in her pocket, she retrieved the shard of crystal that Kalia had given her. Crushing it unleashed a rainbow of light that surrounded Desa’s body. Her pains vanished like dew on a summer morning.

      Rising with renewed vigour, she fixed her gaze upon the other woman. “I don’t know who you are. But you should know one thing. I’m going to kill you.”

      Desa ran across the street at full speed.

      She threw punch after punch, but the other woman’s hands were a blur, deflecting every one so that she never suffered a blow. Bellowing with feral rage, Desa spun for a back-fist strike.

      One hand clamped onto her wrist and another onto her collar. The stranger turned her around, shoving her face-first toward the butcher’s shop. Once again, Desa flew, held aloft by something that felt like distorted gravity.

      She planted her feet on the brick wall, pushed off and backflipped over her enemy.

      When she landed, the other woman was already facing her.

      A high roundhouse kick took Desa across the cheek, stunning her and darkening her vision. She barely noticed when the stranger grabbed her shirt and pulled her closer. A pale fist pounded her face. Once, twice, three times and four. Each blow washed away the pain of the last, bringing a new wave of agony.

      Dazed and disoriented, Desa whimpered as the other woman spun her around. She had lost all sense of her surroundings. Her head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton. Her nose was broken, her cheekbones too.

      A hard shove sent Desa flying. She crashed through the butcher shop’s window, glass shattering around her, shards falling to the floor. She landed on top of them, moaning.

      “…was truly pathetic,” a distant voice said.

      Desperation fuelled Desa’s addled mind. She was groping in the dark for a solution, hoping for something – anything – that would turn the tide before the stranger killed her. Because once that bitch was done with her, she would move on to Kalia and Brendan and everyone else in this town.

      With her eyes forced into a squint, it was hard to see anything, but she could just make out the other woman standing on the sidewalk.

      An idea occurred to Desa.

      Balling her fist, she thrust it toward her enemy. Lightning erupted from her ring: a jagged lance of electricity that would scorch a human body to ash. It hit some kind of distortion field – a shimmer that didn’t look quite right – and curved upward into the sky.

      Desa let her arm drop.

      Tears blurred her vision, but the distortion field was real. She could tell when it vanished to reveal an amused woman standing just outside the shop. “Your power is nothing compared to mine.”

      Poking her head through the shattered window, the stranger smiled. “I’m not going to kill you, Desa,” she cooed. “I know that your word carries weight in this city. Tell your people to stand down. Tell them that we will take a dozen more Field Binders back to the Inzari, and if they are lucky, we won’t have to take any more.”

      “Never,” Desa panted.

      “Then perhaps it’s time for another object lesson.”

      The stranger jumped, shooting straight into the air, landing on the roof of the butcher’s shop. She was gone. Desa knew that she should follow, but the exhaustion hit her like a freight train.

      She fell to her knees, glass stabbing her legs, and hugged herself. She rubbed her arms for warmth, tears streaming over her face. Crying made the pain so much worse, but she couldn’t stop herself.

      The Abyss was pulling her in, darkness swallowing her awareness of the world. It was too much…too hard. She couldn’t do it…Couldn’t take…Couldn’t take…Oblivion claimed her, and she made no effort to resist.

      “Desa?” a faint voice echoed from some unimaginable distance. “Desa, wake up! Wake up!”

      It was so hard to open her eyes. Even the soft light of the streetlamps was too much. Her face was on fire. Her broken body refused to move. And who was that blurry figure who leaned over her? “Desa, we need you!”

      The haze resolved for only a moment, revealing the most beautiful face Desa had ever seen. “Kalia,” she croaked.

      “She’s alive!”

      “…Bad shape…” someone else interjected. “…Have to help her…”

      Desa was barely cognizant of Kalia pressing something into her hand. Something thin and smooth. On some level, she knew that sensation. She knew it meant an end to the pain. But how…

      Desa gasped as the agony withdrew. Her vision cleared, and she saw the halo of oscillating colours that surrounded her body. The Ether mended her broken bones and healed the bruises she had suffered.

      She got up, brushing glass shards off her body, grunting when she realized that the pain wasn’t completely gone. That crystal had been a small one. Using it had repaired most of the damage, but not all of it. Her face still felt as though she had walked into a door.

      Wiping the tears away with the back of her hand, Desa turned to the window and blinked. “It’s you.”

      Nari stood on the sidewalk with a solemn expression, framed by the glow of the nearby streetlights. “The city is lost,” she said, glancing off to the pyramid. “We must gather the survivors.”

      “No!” Desa growled. “I don’t accept that!”

      She shivered when Kalia wrapped an arm around her shoulders. The other woman pulled her close, kissing her forehead. “It’s all right my love,” she whispered. “It’s not your fault.”

      But it was.

      Desa had failed.

      “Come,” Nari said. “See for yourself.”

      Climbing through the broken window required some effort. Desa still felt fuzzy. When she stepped onto the sidewalk, she discovered the source of Nari’s despair.

      Something streaked across the predawn sky, dark against the twilight. It looked like a massive ball covered with spikes that protruded from every angle. Yellow lightning streaked from those spiny appendages. In the burst of radiance, Desa saw that the flyer wasn’t made of metal but flesh. That thing was a living creature.

      Shafts of electricity set the sky ablaze, and when they struck one of the houses, the whole building collapsed. As she scanned the heavens, Desa noticed other balls zipping back and forth. These Inzari had a fleet of airships at their command.

      “No!” Desa wailed, falling on her knees. She covered her face with both hands, sobbing violently. “No! No! No!”

      “No, indeed!” a stern voice cracked.

      A slender woman in a black dress emerged from an alley on the far side of the road. Unconcerned by the tempest raging all around her, she strode across the street with the imperious air of a queen who found her subjects wanting.

      She was tall with milky-white skin and red hair that fell over her shoulders in waves, framing a magnificent face. If the stranger had been perfection, then this woman was nothing short of ethereal.

      And Desa had seen her before.

      “Driala,” Nari breathed.

      The redhead replied with a ghastly smile that could rival Heldrid’s monstrous rictus. “Such a shame that you gave up your power, Nari. You might have been able to stop all this.”

      A floating ball sped past, shooting a stream of lightning from one of its spikes. The blast hit the First Bank of Bekala and levelled it in seconds. Did those vile things know that Desa was down here? If so, they could eliminate her with ease. Her Electric-Sinks would never be able to absorb that much energy.

      Standing beneath a lamppost – which was still shining despite all the mayhem – Nari fixed a glare upon the other woman. The rivalry between those two stretched back over thirty thousand years. Driala had been the first to use particle synthesis to merge with the Ether.

      Like Nari, she had been worshipped as a deity for thousands of years, though no one called her “Mercy.” In many ancient religions, she was the counterpart that balanced the scales – the raging fire to Nari’s soothing light, the closed fist to Nari’s gentle hand – and so the people had given her a suitable moniker.

      Vengeance.

      “I take it you’re here to laugh at our misfortune?” Nari spat.

      “On the contrary, I’m here to help.”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Desa shook her head in disgust. “Why?” she demanded. “You’ve never been one to show kindness before.”

      “I have plans for this world, little primate,” Driala replied. “Plans that don’t involve these outsiders.” A bolt of yellow lightning hit the road, hurling fragments of the pavement into the air. “Rudeness must be punished. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Can you put a stop to this?”

      “I can,” Driala promised. “But first…”

      A rainbow of light travelled up the woman’s arm, all the way to the tips of her fingers. She touched Desa’s forehead, and the rainbow transferred, sinking into Desa’s skin. “What was that?”

      “A wise goddess plans for all contingencies.” Driala leaned in close, whispering in Desa’s ear. “23541. Find Claire Carlson.”

      Driala backed away, standing in the road with her arms spread wide. Light exploded from her: a blazing, white inferno that consumed her from head to toe. When it faded, the fire-haired beauty was gone, replaced by a woman made entirely of living crystal.

      Her face sparkled. Her eyes – now polished, green gemstones – burned with fury. She stretched a hand into the air and shot straight upward trailing rainbow light behind her.

      Veering off to her left, Driala raced toward one of those spiky balls and tore right through it, destroying it in a burst of goo that splattered onto the buildings. She changed course with alarming speed, destroying more of the alien airships.

      Several of them tried to converge on her. Bolts of lightning struck Driala, but it didn’t seem to faze her. She laughed off every attack and ripped her enemies to shreds with…Well, with a vengeance.

      People cheered when they saw a streak of rainbow light darting across the sky. Those bulbous airships were no longer firing on the city. Their attention had been diverted. Desa felt hope swelling within her.

      Then it all changed.

      Three of the spheres surrounded Driala, but they didn’t assault her with lightning. Instead, they projected some kind of pulsing, yellow energy field that held her frozen like a fly trapped in honey.

      “No!” Desa screamed.

      With their prize in hand, the spheres ascended into the heavens. Most of the others had been destroyed, but the few that remained followed them. “She has to break free! She has to break free!”

      But she didn’t.

      Driala was perfectly still as they carried her away.

      These Inzari were powerful enough to contain a being Desa had once worshipped as a goddess. How was she supposed to fight an enemy like that? “23541,” Driala whispered into her thoughts. “Find Claire Carlson! Find Claire Carlson!”

      And then she was gone.

      “As you can see, you are no match for us!” the stranger in red shouted. She stood upon the roof of a physician’s office, her voice booming through the air. “So, I offer you a choice! Submit to our authority, and surrender twelve Field Binders to our care! You have until sundown to comply! If you fail to do so, we will return and reduce this city to a crater!”
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