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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every time Desa gets out, I pull her back in!

      When I finished the Desa Kincaid trilogy, I said to myself, “That’s it! This character is going to settle down with her wife and enjoy her happy ending.” But then several people requested a crossover with the Justice Keepers Saga. So, okay; I pulled Desa off the bench for one more adventure. She helped me launch the Epic Literary Universe with a big, epic, Avengers-style team-up. You can read about that in the War for Ezryn duology: The Ancient Gate and A Pillar of Light.

      But now, we’re done, right? Desa has saved the world, and now, it’s time for her to put away her guns and settle into that quiet life she keeps insisting that she wants so badly. Well, not exactly.

      This story is older than you might think. It’s been rattling around in my head for about fourteen years. The idea first came to me way back in the summer of 2009.

      There are many songs on the Desa soundtrack, but one of the more important ones is Billy Talent’s Rusted from the Rain. This entire novel was inspired by a single line in the chorus of that raging rock anthem. “Come on, strip me of my power. Beat me with your chain.” It’s not just the cruelty in imagery; it’s the defiance behind those words. What remains unspoken is the singer’s quiet promise that he will survive this latest assault as he has all the others that came before it. The trauma can scar him, but it cannot break him. And that is Desa in a nutshell.

      She’s been living with some rather nasty demons for a very long time. This novel is her chance to confront them head-on. Remember, there are no shortcuts to mental health. For Desa, this is just one more step on a very long journey.

      So, I guess you can thank Ben Kowalewicz for this one!

      As always, this is a standalone; anything you need to know will be explained in these pages, including any relevant details about Desa’s past. But if you want a little extra clarification on the magic or the technology, feel free to check the appendices in the back of the book.

      One minor content warning. This book will contain a frank discussion of suicide. If that’s not something you feel like reading about, I completely understand. You can check out the “also available” page in the back for other books to check out. Otherwise, enjoy Desa and Kalia, the Sin Thief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THAT WHICH MAKES US HUMAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Months Ago

      

      

      “Sin!”

      Reverend Raphael Azradi stood behind the pulpit in his little church. In preparation for the new year, he had donned a white cassock with gold trim on the cuffs of each sleeve, but the garment was too loose. Another sign of his advancing age. In your middle years, everything became too tight, but as your body shrivelled, it was suddenly loose again.

      Raphael was a man of eighty and two, his pale face marked by deep creases with a liver spot on his cheek. What remained of his white hair was thin and wispy. His eyes, however, were every bit as sharp as they had been in his youth.

      Oh, he might need spectacles to read the Scriptures, and sometimes objects fuzzed at the edges when he wasn’t squinting, but he could spot sin from a mile away. And today, he saw it everywhere he looked.

      Solemn faces stared back at him with dull eyes. Nearly every pew was full on this cold, winter morning. Fat snowflakes swirled in the arch-shaped windows on either side of the room.

      With a new year only days away, people came – as they always did – to affirm their commitment to renewed piety. For many, it was a pledge that would last a month at most. When the holiday passed and the yearly reminder of the Almighty’s eternal vigilance faded, so too would their commitment. By spring, most would have slipped back into their old habits: gambling, drinking, debauchery, adultery.

      With trembling hands gripping the lectern, Raphael leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. “Sin,” he said again. “The universal condition that defines our existence, that sets the bounds of our potential. Sin is that which makes us human.”

      He saw several people staring into their laps. Colin Basworth looked particularly uneasy. No doubt his discomfort was well-earned. Raphael had listened to his confessions when he was a boy filching pies off window sills. He had been a troublemaker then and not much had changed in the forty years since.

      Now, Colin was a tall and broad-shouldered fellow with a bit of a paunch and a ring of gray hair around the back of his head. He had ascended the ranks at the Gilbert and Sons Logging Company, becoming a businessman of some repute. Ask anyone here in Silver Spruce – or any of the nearby communities – and they would tell you that Colin Basworth was beyond reproach.

      They would also be lying.

      It was common knowledge that Colin had a mistress in every town from here to High Falls. Even his relentless harridan of a wife knew it, though, in her case, the desire to sweep it under the rug made some amount of sense. Raphael could understand a woman’s shame upon discovering that her husband was unfaithful. What he could not understand was why the rest of the town insisted on playing along with such a ridiculous charade.

      Men did such things when they wanted to remain in each other’s good graces, turning a blind eye to the filth that festered right in front of their faces. Well, Raphael could see it. Sometimes, he thought he could taste it.

      In the minds of most men, harmony was more important than honesty, the approval of their fellows more important than their duty to the Almighty. Raphael understood the temptations of earthly pleasures. What he did not understand was how anyone could measure such momentary happiness against the eternal bliss that awaited those who served faithfully, yet still choose the former. If bliss was not sufficient inducement, surely the lingering threat of the Abyss would drive the point home.

      Stepping back, Raphael drew himself up to full height, ignoring a momentary flash of pain in his right hip. He adopted the tone of a lecturing schoolteacher. “Sin cannot be conquered by a man’s will for men are weak. Only the grace of the Almighty can overcome the darkness that lingers within each of us.”

      Rita Bateson, a diminutive woman with more wrinkles than you would expect from the small amount of gray in her raven-black bun, began to fidget. She glanced out the window with a tight frown.

      It was an effort not to glare at her. Rita’s husband, Carl, was a bookkeeper who seemed oblivious to his wife’s growing affinity for fine, silk dresses. For that matter, her growing collection of gold jewelry bore some scrutiny. What was Carl thinking, letting her parade around like that? Raphael couldn’t remember the last time he had witnessed such flagrant immodesty.

      “You must give your sins to the Almighty,” he declared. “For only he can cleanse your soul! Come forth and receive the Almighty’s mercy.”

      One by one, they came forward to be anointed. Raphael placed a dab of holy oil on each of their foreheads, and they each took a small, white candle from the altar, lighting it with the large, red one that burned with a steady flame. Another mass to end another year. Another string of false promises to renew their commitment to virtue. He was growing weary of this.
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        * * *

      

      “Reverend!” Bill Martin hollered, his voice muffled by the thick, wooden door.

      Raphael sat up, a momentary back spasm causing him to wince. He returned his pen to the ink jar and slid his chair back from the desk with a harsh, grinding sound. The gray light coming through his small, square window was insufficient; he needed an oil lamp to complete his work on next week’s sermon. His eyes might be able to spot sin, but the cramped scrawlings of whoever transcribed his copy of Raine’s Ascendence were another matter entirely.

      Hobbling out from behind the desk, Raphael went to the door and pulled it open with a grunt. He found Bill standing in the hallway, looking somewhat diffident. The poor fellow wouldn’t lift his eyes from the floor.

      It had been a few months since Raphael had spoken with him. Bill had put on some weight, it seemed. His double chin was even more prominent. His thick, brown mustache almost looked comical on that pink-cheeked face. “We, uh…We need your assistance, Reverend.”

      “What’s the matter, Bill?”

      The big man stepped aside to reveal a skinny slip of a youth standing behind him. Timothy Martin refused to look at Raphael. Everyone agreed that the boy took after his mother, though it was hard to confirm that assessment. Sarah had been dead for eight years now. Raphael had almost forgotten what she looked like.

      With a cleft chin and high cheekbones, Timothy would have no trouble drawing the attention of any girl who caught his eye. That mop of sandy, blonde hair could do with some trimming, however; the bangs almost fell into his eyes.

      “He um…He needs Repentance, Reverend,” Bill stammered.

      Raphael blinked, startled by the other man’s request. “Repentance?” His gaze latched onto the boy. “And what sin of yours is severe enough to merit the Almighty’s direct intervention?”

      “Fornication,” Bill said.

      That drew a response from the boy; he straightened his back and glared daggers at his father. “We weren’t fornicating!”

      Raphael held up a hand for silence. Calmly turning to Bill, he let none of his displeasure show on his face. “Explain.”

      Staring at the floor again, Bill cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I caught him and Brandy Clifton in the barn. The girl had her skirts hitched up to her knees and-”

      “That will be quite enough, Bill,” Raphael interjected. “Meet me in the yard by the tool shed. We will perform the sacrament there.”

      The other man was quick to obey, his sullen son slinking along behind him. There wasn’t a lad in this world who enjoyed taking responsibility for his crimes – and accepting the punishment that went with it – but these were the moments that forged a boy into a man. Of course, it also meant an unpleasant walk in the cold. He fetched his coat from the small cabinet and a pair of leather boots as well. His slippers were of no use on a day like this.

      Raphael left his study, pulling the door shut and using an old, iron key to lock it. He had to jiggle the bloody thing a few times. That done, he shuffled through the narrow corridor.

      A series of oil lamps along the white wall provided more than enough light even for his weary eyes, but they offered little in the way of heat. Not enough for comfort, anyway. After an hour in his study with a woodstove burning, he felt the chill quite keenly.

      The back door opened with the groan of rusted hinges. He stepped into a gloomy afternoon with a ceiling of gray clouds stretching across the sky. If it had been chilly indoors, it was downright frigid out here. The icy wind nipped at his nose and his ears.

      A few snowflakes fluttered playfully through the air, but not enough to leave more than a light dusting on the ground. Those looming clouds had been threatening a blizzard for several days, but so far, they had failed to make good on it. The ground was hard beneath Raphael’s feet, the frozen grass having turned brown months ago.

      He made his way out to the shed – a small, wooden building that stood next to a massive blue spruce tree. Getting the door open required some effort on his part. His arms weren’t as strong as they used to be.

      With one final tug – and a grimace for good measure – Raphael grunted and fell on his backside. A collision with the lumpy ground sent another jolt of pain through his hips. He ignored it, forcing himself to stand and dusting himself off.

      Inside the shed, he found a shovel, several hammers and a saw whose blade had dulled. He had to rummage for a few moments, tossing aside the old axe that Nathan used to retrieve firewood. His fingers were starting to feel the cold. Soon, they would be numb; he should have put on gloves.

      After some grumbling, Raphael found what he was looking for.

      There it was, coiled up in the corner: an old, rusted chain made from iron. He grabbed the end of it, snarling as he pulled it out of the shed. It was heavier than he remembered. Or perhaps his arms were even weaker than he had surmised.

      Turning around, he gave a start upon finding Timothy and Bill standing side by side in the field. The boy had his eyes downcast and his shoulders hunched up. Perhaps in an attempt to keep the cold at bay. Or perhaps in anticipation of what he knew would come.

      “On your knees, boy,” Raphael commanded. “Remove your coat and shirt.”

      Timothy refused to budge.

      “You heard him!” Bill growled, seizing his son by the shoulder and forcing him to kneel. The man was as red as the sinking sun.

      Timothy looked up at his father through narrowed eyes. “This is lunacy!” he spat. “I kiss a girl, and you beat me like a dog?”

      “The Almighty demands payment for your sins,” Raphael murmured. “Remove your coat and your shirt.”

      “The Abyss take me if I will!”

      Rage boiled within Raphael. Before he even realized it, he was swinging the chain with all his might. How dare this whelp disobey him? Timothy flinched as a rusted link kissed his cheek, squeezing his eyes shut and hissing.

      Raphael swung the chain again.

      This time, the lad caught it and stood up slowly. His face was murderous, a tiny cut bleeding on his cheek. He tugged on the chain, pulling Raphael closer.

      Raphael stumbled, trying to regain his balance and looked up just in time to see a fist colliding with his face. His head rang like a struck gong. The next thing he knew, he was stretched out on his back, his body aching from feet to shoulders with a hot poker through his nose to boot. At least, that was how it felt.

      “Timothy!” Bill wailed. “You can’t strike a pastor!”

      Through blurred vision, he watched the burly man coming up behind his son, but Timothy spun around and swung the chain much harder than Raphael could have. It didn’t quite strike Bill, though it did make him wince and turn his face away.

      “Is this what you like, huh?” Timothy yelled. “Is this what your god demands?”

      The ground started rumbling not two seconds after he finished speaking, a quake so fierce it shook the spruce’s branches and made tools clatter to the floor inside the shed.

      Raphael couldn’t hold back a peal of laughter. He sat up, blinking his tears away. “There’s your answer, boy!”

      He would have laughed again, but the quake intensified, and the wind began to howl. Timothy and Bill both fell to the ground, though the boy was quick to get up on his knees. A window shattered somewhere nearby.

      “Reverend! Reverend!” Nathan came barrelling out of the church, nearly tripping as the ground tried to throw him like a bucking horse. He managed a few more steps before he was forced to give up. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know!”

      As quickly as it had started, the quake went silent, though the wind was still blowing. Raphael heard cries in the distance – frightened voices begging for comfort. They would find their way here soon enough. Men always turned to the Almighty when their fear was great. And promptly abandoned Him once the danger had passed.
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        * * *

      

      Another quake battered the church, causing the windows to rattle and dust to fall from the wooden beams that stretched across the ceiling. Every pew in the nave was full. People whimpered and shut their eyes against whatever horrors they imagined. Perhaps they expected the roof to collapse.

      Standing behind the pulpit with his hands gripping the lectern, Raphael grimaced as he was nearly thrown to the floor. “We remain pure and humble!” he cried out when the shaking stopped. “Our sins are forgiven, and we accept the judgment of the Almighty!”

      He heard children crying while their mothers hastily tried to quiet them. Some of those women directed glares at Raphael, silently imploring him not to scare the little ones. He would not relent. Children deserved to know the truth; coddling them with lies was perhaps the worst sin of all. Even now, he heard Melanie Brightman assuring her son that the Almighty was loving and kind, that He would not inflict these quakes upon the world.

      The fetid stench of lies wafted from her filthy mouth. Lies meant to shield her boy from the truth, to wrap him in a comforting delusion. The Almighty was many things: loving and kind, yes, but most of all, he was just. He would take his vengeance upon a world that had spurned him.

      “This is the end, my children!” Raphael shouted. “The end of all things! The end of this wretched world! Accept the Almighty into your hearts and be welcomed into his home. Do not delay! For without his grace, the Abyss awaits you!”

      His speech was punctuated by another quake, this one more violent than the last. “Accept the Almighty!” Raphael yelled over the rumbling. “And be cleansed!”

      One of those wooden beams broke free of the walls, falling hard onto Colin Basworth and crushing him beneath its weight. “Behold the fate of sinners!” Raphael bellowed, pointing at the dead man. The wrath of the Almighty was glorious to behold!

      His words fell upon deaf ears.

      With the church tearing itself apart, a flood of people charged through the arch-shaped door and sought the open sky. Fools! Better to remain here and accept their fates. Those who showed loyalty to the Almighty would be rewarded; those who clung to this fleeting life would receive only the final death.

      Raphael would not flee; he welcomed the chance to-

      Another beam fell to the floor behind him, shattering the statue of Peter the Pious. Perhaps it would be best to go with the others. He couldn’t preach to them from in here.

      Tired and sore, Raphael descended the steps from the pulpit and shambled through the wide aisle between the pews. He had to grab each wooden bench as he passed. It was the only way to avoid falling on his face.

      The wooden doors stood open. He could see people kneeling in the yard outside the church: mothers comforting their children, men with their heads bowed in prayer. Maybe they had taken his words to heart. He hurried out of the church when the rumbling stopped, seizing the opportunity offered by this temporary lull. The destruction would resume soon enough; he was sure of that.

      As he stumbled into the cold afternoon, Raphael gasped.

      The clouds had departed, leaving a deep, blue sky, but that was not what had shaken him to his core. A swirling vortex had formed in the heavens. He could think of no other word for it.

      The light seemed to bend around whatever it was, creating a whirlpool that made him dizzy. At this distance, it was small enough that Raphael could blot it out with his hand, but even so, he could not escape the feeling that the whole world was being pulled into that gaping maw. The Almighty’s Wrath was magnificent indeed.

      Another quake forced him to his knees.

      “Make it stop!” Callie Baker howled. At seven years old, she still sounded like a toddler. Her face was red as she bawled her eyes out. “Make it stop! Make it stop!”

      Raphael opened his mouth to say that it would not stop – the Almighty would have his day – but something cut him off.

      The sky turned red.

      People shrieked in terror, hiding their faces from the Almighty’s sight. Or trying to, anyway. They were so distraught, they didn’t even notice when the strange light shifted through a rainbow of colours: orange and yellow, green and blue, then purple and finally red again.

      The earth offered a few more groans before quieting down, leaving only the sound of the rushing wind and crying children. But those sobs died off as people slowly realized that the worst of it had passed. Half of them were staring up at the sky in wide-eyed wonder. “What is it? Reverend?” Mary Burnham asked.

      “I don’t know,” Raphael whispered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Afternoon faded to evening, and that hole in the sky grew larger. Many became fearful again when they realized that it would soon swallow the entire world, but the bizarre rainbow-light never faltered. It just kept shifting through every colour from red to purple and back again.

      Paul Tailor kept insisting that it was a gift from the Almighty, protection against the vortex. He was quick to point out that the quakes had stopped almost immediately after the rainbow-light appeared. Indeed, his sentiments had caught on with several others, prompting cheers and exclamations that they had witnessed a miracle.

      “He saved us,” Paul whispered reverently. “The Almighty saved us.”

      “No,” Sarah Wakeman chimed in. A tall and slender woman with a small nose and a long, brown ponytail, she stood next to Paul in little more than a red frock, seemingly unbothered by the cold. “Not the Almighty. Desa of Aladar. She’s the one who saved us.”

      Paul was at least fifteen years her senior. Though soft-spoken even at the worst of times, he had a scrunched-up face that made him look as if he might start yelling at any moment. Add to that his growing paunch and his thinning hair, and it was no wonder that the children avoided him. Raphael couldn’t blame them. A man should have a wife by the time he reached his forties. Paul’s solitary nature often rubbed people the wrong way. “What are you talking about?” he demanded. “Who is this Desa of Aladar.”

      “The traders down in Ofalla told me about her,” Sarah explained. “Do you remember nine years ago, when the Rainbow Wave passed through our village and healed our bodies?”

      Raphael remembered it, though he had worked hard to forget. A tidal wave of colour-shifting light sweeping over the land, passing through buildings as if stone walls were nothing more than hot air. It came so quickly, he didn’t even have a chance to cry out in alarm, and when it departed, the dull cramp in his fingers went with it. His eyes were a little sharper too, though he would never admit that to anyone.

      People had been certain it was a gift from the Almighty. The church had been filled to bursting in the weeks following the Rainbow Wave. But of course, piety was a fleeting thing. Many lost their faith again when subsequent miracles failed to appear.

      “Desa created the Rainbow Wave,” Sarah went on. “She did it to protect our world from some kind of demon. I don’t fully understand the details, but I know the rainbow is her sign.” She gestured to the sky, where the shell of colourful light changed from orange to yellow to green. “She saved us again.”

      “Desa of Aladar,” Paul murmured reverently. “I think I should like to meet this woman.”

      “‘Turn your eyes away from false idols!’” Raphael snapped, quoting the Scripture of Samuel. A glance from him was enough to make Paul wilt and lower his eyes. “‘For the path of deceivers leads surely to the Abyss!’”

      “You’re right,” Paul mumbled. “It must be the Almighty.”

      Raphael wasn’t sure about that either.

      Why would the Almighty bring about the End of Creation only to change his mind and spare his people at the last minute? None of it made any sense! He had been frightened in the church – who wouldn’t be throughout all that chaos – but even then, he had been certain. Certain that his place in paradise was assured.

      Now, however…

      He couldn’t escape a creeping dread, a little voice that whispered the most horrid ideas into his agitated mind. What if everything he believed was wrong? Raphael chose to ignore it. His faith was strong; he would not waver.

      Soon, the vortex grew so large that he couldn’t see its edges. And still, the people watched, shouting praise for the Almighty. They should have been terrified! This was a day of reckoning. Wasn’t it?

      The enormous hole crept ever closer until it seemed as if the whole world had been sucked into it. And then they were travelling through an endless tunnel to the Almighty alone knew where.

      It lasted a minute or two at most before they emerged from the humongous passageway. The colour-shifting light cycled through a few more rainbows before fading away, leaving only the bright, blue sky of a clear afternoon.

      Wait. Hadn’t it been evening only a few moments ago? The sun had somehow regressed in its trek across the sky, moving eastward instead of west. No one else seemed to notice that. Or perhaps they simply didn’t care.

      “Almighty be praised!” Paul said, falling on his knees with his hands clasped and a smile on his upturned face. “Bless the Almighty! His mercy is boundless!”

      Sarah couldn’t stop smirking. “You can pray to the Almighty all you want,” she replied. “But it’s Rina of Aladar you should thank.”

      “Maybe it’s both,” Mary Burnham chimed in. “Maybe the Almighty worked through Rina.”

      Raphael bit back the curse that danced on the tip of his tongue. They had been talking about this Rina character on and off for the last hour. How easily men’s hearts turned away from the divine. And how typical: Once again, it was a woman who tempted them to sin.

      “Give your sins to the Almighty,” he said, turning away from them. “For he will cleanse your soul and grant you rest.”
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        * * *

      

      When night finally came, Raphael returned to his house behind the church. He had half expected to find the place demolished, but as luck would have it, the tiny cottage had endured the worst of the quakes. The window in his kitchen was broken, but other than that, there was no lasting damage. Ronald Pollan had been kind enough to board it up so that Raphael could sleep without freezing to death.

      Preparing for bed, he went to the washstand and filled the basin with water that he had heated on his stove. He had been out in the cold for too long. The chill had seeped into his bones, and now, he would struggle for days to rid himself of it.

      His bedroom was little more than four stone walls with an oil lamp on the nightstand, but it served him. A holy man did not need lavish accommodations. Such temptations were the domain of fools.

      A gust of wind outside his tiny window made him flinch. Part of him expected the chaos to start up again. As if the Almighty were toying with his children, granting them a reprieve only to restart the Apocalypse when they let their guard down.

      Raphael turned to the washstand and gasped, stumbling backward. His heart nearly stopped from the shock of what he saw.

      There, in the water, a silhouette stared back at him. Not his reflection. It had been many long decades since his face was that thin. And his shoulders were never so broad. He might have thought it just a trick of the light if not for the fact that the shadow moved, cocking its head as though studying him.

      “Away with you, demon!” Raphael snarled.

      “Be at ease, my son,” the shadow replied. “I mean you no harm.”

      Approaching the washstand reluctantly, Raphael gripped the basin with both hands and leaned forward to peer into the water. “Who…Who are you?”

      “Do you not know me, Raphael? I am he whom you have served faithfully all these long years.”

      Raphael’s mouth worked silently. He must have gone mad! Yes, that had to be it. His mind had cracked during all that mayhem. Perhaps he had imagined the whole thing. There had been no quakes, no rainbow light, only the wild ravings of a man who had lost his hold on sanity.

      “Take control of yourself, my son!” the shadow snapped. “This is no time for self-indulgence!”

      Raphael blinked, trying to make sense of what he heard. “All…Almighty?” he stammered. “Have you come to take me home?”

      “Not yet, my son. I have work for you.”

      “What kind of work?”

      The shadow never stirred – not even when he jostled the basin and disturbed the water – but somehow, he felt as though it were smiling at him. “You are to be my instrument, here on Ezryn. You will gather my lost children and bring them back to me.”

      “Your lost children?” Raphael scowled, shaking his head. “Almighty, I would deny you nothing, but I cannot perform this task. I have not the strength. Your children must give you their sins if they wish to find salvation.”

      Rich laughter bubbled out of the basin, causing the water to ripple. And still, the shadow remained perfectly clear. “No, my son,” it said. “They must give you their sins! For you are to be my messenger! Accept my grace, and you shall have the strength you require.”

      Drawing a shuddering breath through his gaping mouth, Raphael nodded slowly. “Yes, Almighty.” He closed his eyes, putting the fear out of his mind. His god had called upon him to serve. He would not falter. “I accept.”

      “Then take my hand.”

      Raphael wasn’t sure what to do; so, he dipped his fingers into the basin. Warm water travelled over his hand and up his arm, clinging to him like a second skin. He backed away, but the water continued to spread. Under his sleeve and across his shoulder. It darkened, becoming like liquid obsidian as it oozed over his face.

      Finally, it slipped into his eye.

      Raphael screamed as pain like a thousand fiery needles burned through his body. But the moment passed, and when it was over, he felt a renewed vigour. He almost thought he would be able to run a mile. Or perhaps two.

      Dropping to one knee with a hand over his heart, Raphael bowed his head reverently. “I live to serve you, my lord,” he panted. “Speak your will, and it will be done. This, I swear.”

      Without thinking, he stretched a hand toward the window. And he did not flinch when it shattered. The chain he had used to punish Timothy came streaming into his bedroom with a blast of icy wind.

      Raphael caught it, squeezing his fingers around two iron links. The rest coiled around his forearm. To his shock and delight, the rust faded away, leaving a brilliant sheen. He stood up with a magnificent grin, barely able to contain the laughter that wanted to burst from his lips. “I am ready.”

      “Very good,” the shadow replied. “Now, listen carefully. Three have been forgotten. You must ensure that they are never remembered…”
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      The waiting room in Dr. Beltin’s office was quite nice: comfortable chairs, white wainscot on the cream-coloured walls, plenty of sunlight coming through the skinny, rectangular windows. He even had some kind of miniature tree growing out of a pot in the corner. And that was to say nothing of the reception desk.

      Carved from polished wood with rounded edges and no corners, it supported a vase full of colourful flowers. Like everything else in the room, it was painted white. The good doctor had gone out of his way to put his patients at ease. The décor all but screamed, “You are safe here.”

      Desa didn’t like it.

      Standing just inside the door in dungarees and a long, brown coat, she slipped her hands into her pockets and tried not to frown as she studied the art on the walls. She was a tiny woman: short and petite with an olive complexion and brown hair that she kept tucked underneath a wide-brimmed hat.

      Her eyes were drawn to the picture of a blooming, pink flower in a gold frame. It wasn’t a painting; the detail was too rich for that. She could even see little dewdrops on the petals. No, this was one of those newfangled images the offworlders liked so much. What was it called again? A photograph!

      She had been drowning in newfangled gadgets, clothing and food ever since people from other planets started visiting hers. What a shock it had been to discover that human beings occupied at least a dozen other worlds throughout this galaxy, and many of them had been zipping from star to star for centuries. Here on Ezryn, the automobile was still a new invention. Sometimes, Desa felt as though her world had been upended overnight, and there was nothing she could do to put it back the way it was.

      Sighing, she hung her head morosely. “What am I even doing here?” Appeasing her partner: that was what. The offworlders had brought all sorts of new ideas to her people, including this so-called therapy. Of course, Kalia would embrace it with the gusto of a boy flying his very first kite. She latched onto anything novel, even if it was ridiculous. Desa almost scoffed. Telling her problems to a total stranger? What exactly was that supposed to accomplish?

      One thing about this place did strike her as odd: the total lack of a receptionist. She saw several people waiting for their chance to speak with the doctor – an older gentleman who sat in the corner with a newspaper, a yellow-haired twig of a girl who refused to look at anything but the photographs, an elderly woman with a cane – but there was no one here to take care of them.

      Come to think of it, the desk didn’t even have a chair. What kind of threadbare operation was this? What sort of tyrant would force his employees to stand all day with no relief?

      She yelped when a ghostly image appeared from out of nowhere.

      A translucent woman in a blue skirt and a white blouse stood before her with a friendly smile. “Hello! How can I help you?”

      Desa had seen these things before; the offworlders called them holograms. They were some kind of sculpted light, lifeless servants built to handle mundane tasks while their human masters dealt with more important matters.

      “I’m here to see the doctor,” Desa growled, striding right through the other woman, causing her to ripple and shimmer before she regained her shape.

      “Wait, Miss!” the hologram called out to her. “Miss?”

      Desa was already halfway down a narrow corridor that led to the doctor’s office. She found him sitting in a cushioned chair with his back to the open window, the sound of traffic wafting up from the street. Old instincts kicked in as they often did when she entered an unfamiliar place. She noted the beige couch along the wall to her left, the wooden desk in the corner and several more potted plants.

      Dr. Beltin was a handsome man in his middle years, though he had lost some of his black hair, and his cheeks were a bit too gaunt. His spectacles were thin with no frames – just a pair of metal arms attached to the lenses.

      The sound of Desa’s arrival made him look up from the book he had been reading. He blinked, noticing her for the first time, and his brows came together. “Oh! I’m sorry; I didn’t see you there, Ms.…”

      “Troval,” Desa said, storming into the room and plopping herself down on the couch. “Desa Troval. So, how do we begin?”

      “Well, traditionally, we would-”

      Snapping her fingers, Desa squeezed her eyes shut. “Never mind,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s a ludicrous question. There’s only one way we could begin: you need to know exactly why I’m here.”

      “Well, Ms. Troval, that would certainly help, but-”

      “I’ve lived a complicated life.”

      Setting his book down on the small table next to his chair, Dr. Beltin watched her with guarded curiosity. “Complicated?” he asked.

      “Complicated.” Desa hunched up her shoulders as she drew in a ragged breath. “I’ve fought. A lot.”

      “You mean you’ve been to war.”

      “You could say that, I suppose. I’ve certainly seen my fair share of battles.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ten years ago

      

      

      Atop the train, the wind was fierce. Trees rushed by on either side of her, and the driving rain created a slick surface beneath her feet. The roar of the engine made it hard to hear anything else. Why, oh, why had she thought coming up here was a good idea? Because there are no innocent bystanders up here.

      Well, that was a good reason.

      Azra’s head popped up over the edge of the train car, and she grinned when she saw Desa. She quickly ascended the last few rungs and then stood up on the roof. Rain drenched her long, wavy hair and soaked through her clothing. “Yes,” she purred. “This is a much better place to settle things.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Desa’s hand was a blur as it snatched a throwing knife from her belt and tossed it up to catch the tip. She hurled the knife at her adversary and watched it tumble through the air.

      Azra leaned to her left, steel whistling past her ear. She straightened and chuckled. “Terrible aim, don’t you think?” She came forward, shaking her head in dismay. “Oh, I had expected better.”

      Azra began a high kick.

      Mere fractions of a second before her boot connected, Desa triggered the Gravity-Source that she had Infused into the knife. The other woman was yanked backward.

      Azra landed on her bottom, legs kicking feebly as she slid across the wet train roof. Only a momentary burst of gravity. Anything more might have caused knickknacks in the car below to start clinging to the ceiling. There were no people in range. She hoped.

      Drawing her belt dagger from its sheath, Desa fell upon her enemy like a wolf on the hunt. She straddled Azra and tried to stab her.

      Azra caught her wrist, baring her teeth and hissing as she struggled to prevent the steel from sinking into her flesh. She rolled over.

      Now, Desa was on her back, and somehow the knife was descending toward her. A snarling face filled her vision, and she could smell the other woman’s breath. Onions. It was vile.

      With a quick twist of her hips, Desa flipped them over so that she was on top once again. But now, they were practically hanging off the side of the train. She tried to drive her blade home.

      Azra shoved her sideways…over the edge.

      In a last, desperate grab, Desa caught the lip of the train car’s roof and hung on for dear life. The ground was a blur beneath her dangling feet. Trees flew past behind her, some with long branches that tried to claw her back.
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        * * *

      

      Lots of battles.

      

      Half a dozen men came charging into the town square, lifeless ghouls that moved with eerie synchronicity. One was tall and bald with a scar on his cheek, another short and dark of skin. But they all had one thing in common: they were all gray from head to toe. Every ounce of colour had been stripped away from them. Even their clothes had been changed.

      Desa flung her hand out toward them, fingers uncurling, coins glittering as they tumbled through the air. And then she triggered the Force-Sources that she had Infused into every one, releasing multiple blasts of kinetic energy.

      The six oncoming brutes were thrown backward, hurled out of the plaza and into the street. One by one, they landed on the cobblestones.

      Footsteps behind her.

      Desa drew her daggers.

      Pulsing her Gravity-Sink, she jumped and backflipped over the head of a gangly, gray man. She landed behind him and then stabbed him in the back. Pulling her knives free, she let the dead man fall to his knees.
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        * * *

      

      Maybe too many battles.

      

      The distortion field raged around Desa, twisting the very laws of nature to create an environment where Hanak Tuvar could survive. An environment where human life would wither and die. She wasn’t afraid. Not after everything that she had experienced. Within her, she carried the power of creation itself.

      She was one with the Ether.

      Rising up on thick, black tentacles, Hanak Tuvar – an enormous, squid-like beast that stood over four stories tall – thrust its hideous face toward her. Its gaping mouth threatened to swallow her, jagged teeth like stalagmites ready to rip her to pieces. The force of its roar hit her like a furious wind.

      Desa smiled.

      This creature couldn’t begin to comprehend what she had become.

      She let herself fall like a comet dropping out of the sky, landing gracefully atop the pyramid. And then she slammed her fist down on the stone.

      The light expanded from her in a ring that stretched into the heavens. A rainbow of oscillating colours. It washed over Hanak Tuvar, causing the beast to recoil in fear, and then swept across the desert. When it passed, the distortion vanished, leaving a healthy world in full colour. Gray soldiers puffed away under the rainbow’s touch, their bodies collapsing to clouds of fog that dissipated in seconds.

      Naked, exposed to the planet in its natural state, Hanak Tuvar screeched as its body began to disintegrate. Smoke rose from its sizzling tentacles. Dark flesh streamed off its body in rivulets. Writhing in pain, the demon let its girth fall to the ground with a mighty crash. “You never should have come here,” Desa said.

      She floated up to the thrashing squid, still cloaked in a thin halo of rainbow-light. “You should have gone back to your Void. You should have stayed there, content to coexist with us. This world is not yours.”

      The monster strained, trying to lift its body, but its tentacles evaporated in trails of smoke. Its bulbous head crumbled into a cloud of black ash, slowly expanding until a strong wind blew it away.
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        * * *

      

      But I gave it up! I put away my guns and my knives – my many Infusions. And I chose a simple life.

      

      Warm sunlight streamed into the basement from a tiny window near the ceiling. Desa’s shovel sank into the earthen floor, churning up dirt and tossing it aside. She dug for the better part of an hour, making a hole over three feet deep. So consumed was she by the task, she didn’t even notice when her partner came down to watch.

      Finally, she looked up to find Kalia sitting on the wooden stairs. The other woman was quite possibly the most beautiful thing Desa had ever seen: short and slim with long, brown hair that almost touched the small of her back. Her face was a perfect oval with a delicate nose and dark eyes that seemed to pull you in.

      Today, Kalia had donned a sleeveless, red dress and a straw hat. She smiled when she realized that she had been discovered and slowly got to her feet. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked, descending the last few steps.

      Shutting her eyes tight, Desa stiffened at the question. “It’s time,” she said, drawing her dagger from a sheath on her belt. She held the blade up in front of her face, fascinated by the way it caught the light. “The danger is over.”

      She turned, dropping the knife into a plain, wooden box. Its companion soon followed and a set of pistols as well, metal clinking noisily with each new addition. For a moment, all she could do was stare. The sum and totality of her life – everything she had ever accomplished – contained inside a box that could easily fit under her bed. Was this all she was? Just a warrior? A hunter who preyed on criminals?

      Perhaps it was time to change all that.

      She kicked the lid shut and nudged the box into the hole with her foot. That done, she started shovelling again, piling dirt atop her most precious possessions.

      Sauntering across the room with a chuckle, Kalia tugged on Desa’s arm and spun her around. “You know you don’t have to do this for me, right? If you want to keep bounty hunting…hunting bounties…” A grimace contorted her face. “It’s an awkward phrase. Anyway, if you want to keep doing it, I’ll ride along with you.”

      “It’s time,” Desa said firmly. “I entered that life to capture the murderer that I set loose upon the world.” She had been a naïve girl when she taught Radharal Bendarian the secrets of Field Binding. She had never dreamed that he might use those secrets to kill and maim, to destroy who knew how many lives in the service of Hanak Tuvar. “He’s dead now. My work is done.”

      Slipping her arms around Desa’s neck, Kalia pulled her close for a kiss on the lips. “Well, as long as you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure,” Desa promised. “The only thing I want now is you.”
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        * * *

      

      And for a while there, I was happy.

      

      Basking in the sunlight that came through her living room window, Desa 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 her perfect face. “You’ve got him settled?” she asked, checking the clock on the wall.

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

      

      But then your people came to my world with your starships and your guns. And you pulled me back in.

      

      The enemy soldiers were coming closer. She counted six of them, all dressed in gray uniforms with thick vests and black helmets. Their armour was of little concern to her, but those guns were another matter. She had never heard of weapons that could fire a hundred rounds in the space of ten seconds. Whoever these men were, they possessed a technology her people had yet to master. 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 a 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 barrelling 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.
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        * * *

      

      Lying on the couch with her hands folded over her chest, Desa frowned up at the ceiling. “So, here I am,” she concluded, glancing at the doctor. “Stuck in a world where my people are at a technological disadvantage. With a resource that your people desperately want.”

      Seated with one elbow on the arm of his chair, his chin balanced on the knuckles of his fist, Dr. Beltin scrutinized her. She got the impression that he was trying to decide whether he believed her story. “Um, Ms. Troval…”

      “And it doesn’t help that everyone outside my immediate family has forgotten my existence.”

      The doctor flinched. “I’m sorry?”

      Sitting up with a sigh, Desa scrubbed a hand through her short, brown hair. “Yeah, it’s a whole thing.” She almost scowled when she recognized the words that had come out of her mouth. Earth slang! She had been spending too much time with those bloody Justice Keepers. “Everyone’s memory changed when we went through the wormhole. They don’t remember me, and they credit this Rina lady with all of my accomplishments.”

      “Oh, Rina of Aladar!” Dr. Beltin exclaimed. “I’ve heard of her! She was a great leader among her people!”

      Desa hit him with a flat look.

      Clearing his throat, the doctor reached for one of those electronic devices his people used for taking notes. “Ms. Troval, before you continue with your story-”

      “I know! I know! It’s absurd.” She tossed her hands up with a growl of frustration. “Apparently, I knew too much about the inner workings of the multiverse, and the great cosmic guardians had to erase everyone’s memory of me so that I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone. As if I ever would!”

      She hopped to her feet, marching over to the door and pausing before she left the office. “Anyway,” she said, looking back over her shoulder. “I want to thank you for listening. Hey, what do you know? This stuff actually works.”

      Desa shrugged, striding out to the corridor. “Good session.”

      “Ms. Troval!”

      She spun around to find the doctor sitting in his chair with one of those electronic pens clutched in his hand, a look of mad desperation on his face. “You need to make an appointment before I can help you.”

      Desa forced a sheepish grin, a flush burning her cheeks. “Right,” she said. “Next time, I’ll talk to your hologram first.”
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            PEACE AND STILLNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      A crimson sun hung over the pine forests on the western slopes of the Molarin Mountains, painting the sky a gorgeous shade of red. A gentle wind made the trees sway, bringing with it the sweet scents of spring. The air was crisp and pleasantly cool. How long had it been since she had wandered alone in a forest? Too long, in her estimation. She wouldn’t trade her life with Kalia for anything, but there were days when she missed the pristine beauty of nature.

      From her perch on a high plateau, Desa Nin Leean watched the sunset.

      She sat with her legs curled up against her chest, smiling as the breeze teased her short, brown hair. “Perfection.” Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply and savoured every sensation. The hard rock beneath her, the slight chill in the air, the smell of pine needles and dirt, even the dull ache in her back: they all made her feel alive. Sure, talking to a therapist was useful – much as she hated to admit it, she couldn’t deny that a few minutes with Dr. Beltin had worked wonders – but it was nothing compared to the peace she felt out here.

      She had been spending too much time in cities. Her life had been sorely lacking in solitude lately. She decided right then and there that when her son was old enough, she would take him out here and teach him some basic woodcraft. Desa had survived for years in the wild, moving from backwater town to backwater town, living on rations and whatever she might catch on a good hunt.

      With the advent of automobiles and radio – not to mention all the advanced technology the offworlders were bringing in – some people might assume that such skills were obsolete. Outmoded. Desa disagreed quite vehemently. You never knew what life might throw at you. It was best to be prepared for anything.

      With a heavy sigh, she stood up and knuckled her back, wincing from a momentary flash of pain. She was too old to be sitting on rocks for anything more than a minute or two, and it was time to get back to camp anyway.

      She turned to the path that led down the steep slope and froze, an idea popping into her head. It had been years since the last time she had sat alone in the quiet solitude of nature. Reconnecting with this tiny fragment of her old life had left her with a longing for other things she had put aside long ago.

      She wanted to fly!

      Running to the end of the plateau, Desa leaped from the ledge and triggered the Gravity-Sink in her belt buckle. Instead of falling, she climbed even higher into the twilight sky, the cold wind buffeting her. She welcomed its touch. Even her shivers were a joyful reminder of the years she had spent in the wild.

      Her belt buckle kept her aloft. Infused with a connection to the Ether, it drained gravitational energy in a small bubble around her body; the planet could not pull her back down. Grass drifted past beneath her and then the tops of towering conifers.

      Spreading her arms wide like a bird in flight, Desa shut her eyes and turned her body into the wind. This! This was freedom! It occurred to her that she would soon pass over the campsite, and if she went too far, she might have a hard time finding her way back. Once again, reality insisted on intruding on her bliss.

      She allowed a fraction of gravity’s power to reassert itself for a fraction of a second. That was enough to put her on a downward trajectory. Descending like a leaf on a playful breeze, she slipped between two skinny sugar pines and settled onto the dirt road.

      With a thought, she killed the Sink completely, prompting gravity’s immediate return. It was dark in the woods; the waning sunlight was not strong enough to pierce the treetops.

      Extending her left hand, Desa closed her fingers into a fist and triggered the Light-Source in her third ring. The thin iron band began to glow, projecting a cone of radiance that illuminated several tree trunks and one very confused raccoon. The poor creature flinched, turning its face away from her, and then scurried into the thicket.

      Desa couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t be afraid!” she called out. “I’m not going to hurt you!”

      When her furry friend failed to return, she shrugged and started down the path, using her ring as a…What were those devices the offworlders often carried? The ones with a small lightbulb inside a tube? A flashlight!

      She had to walk for several minutes, but it wasn’t long before she heard the crackle of a roaring fire. Pausing to relish the delicious scent of woodsmoke, she straightened her rumpled coat and squelched the light from her ring.

      It didn’t take long to find the large clearing where she and her young companion had set up a pair of tents. Several logs burned in the firepit, sending tiny motes of flame into the starry sky. But there was no sign of Tommy. No sign that her eyes could detect, anyway.

      She was fairly certain that she knew where to find him, and the noisy thump of metal splitting wood confirmed that suspicion. What was that young fool up to now? Why did he insist on ignoring everything she tried to teach him?

      Desa clicked her tongue in annoyance.

      She had met Tommy when he was just a youth, but that was almost a decade ago. He was only a few years away from thirty now; she had to stop thinking of him as young. Trudging across the campsite, she found him near a cluster of trees with high branches.

      He had placed Light-Sources in the form of coins and jewelry on the ground, providing plenty of illumination for his target practice. Standing with his back turned, a quiver of arrows jutting over his right shoulder, he took a red-feathered shaft, nocked it to the bowstring and drew.

      He let it fly with perfect precision, the arrowhead piercing a red dot he had painted on one of the sugar pines. Desa saw several other dots on several other trees, each with an arrow sticking out.

      Folding her arms with a sigh, she frowned at his back. “Why are you practicing with that?” she asked. “Your archery skills are superb; we both know that.”

      “It helps me relax,” he muttered.

      “The point of this trip was to help you find some peace and stillness. Practicing your combat skills would seem to be antithetical to that purpose.”

      He didn’t answer; he just pulled another arrow from his quiver, set it to the bowstring and fired it straight into another target. His aim was flawless. Desa remembered when he first picked up a bow, how he took to it like a duck to water. She had been the one to train him.

      Back then, he was so uncertain, nearly tripping over his own feet when she tried to teach him basic holding techniques. The bow came easily, but everything else? It took him weeks to learn how to disarm a man with a knife, months to master shooting a gun. His progress wasn’t exactly slow, but it did require a certain amount of patience on her part. Tommy was her first student. The first of many.

      They had parted ways nine years ago; Tommy and his friends went off to explore the world while Desa settled into a quiet life with Kalia. But those explorations had taken a toll on her young protégé. He had suffered many losses, and he had suffered the abuses of men with too much power. Somewhere along the way, he had learned to look to his bow for the answer to every problem.

      It might have been irrational, but Desa still felt responsible. Perhaps if she had been there to guide him, things would have been different.

      “Come on,” she said, turning back to the fire. “We need to meditate.”

      “I know how to find the Ether, Desa.”

      Whirling around with the scuff of boots on hard-packed dirt, Desa glared at him. “Yes, you’re very good at making Infusions,” she agreed. “Particularly those that cause large explosions. But your skill with Field Binding leaves much to be desired.”

      Finally, he turned to her, standing tall with the bow clutched in one hand. He had changed so much from the lad she had liberated from that jail cell all those years ago. His face had matured: the gaunt cheeks having filled out. He now wore a neat, blonde goatee around his hard mouth. His gray eyes were as sharp as a hawk’s, and they regarded her with intensity that said he was barely an inch away from snapping at her. As if that would dissuade her from pressing her point. “Why do you care?” he asked quietly.

      “I’m the one who taught you how to Field Bind. I’m the one who set you on this path.”

      “No!” he snarled. “Rina taught me how to Field Bind!”

      Stepping up to him, Desa pursed her lips as she gazed into his eyes. “You remember it that way,” she said calmly. “But that’s not what happened. I was your teacher, Tommy.”

      He didn’t argue.

      Because he knew Desa was telling the truth.

      She had proven it many times. His first conversation with “Rina” She could recite it almost word for word. The details of how “Rina” saved him from execution? She knew them backwards and forwards.

      Trudging over to the fire, Tommy set his bow down on a large rock and peered into the flames. He stood there with his hands shoved into the pockets of his long, brown coat, refusing to speak.

      Desa tried to look at matters from his perspective. It couldn’t have been easy to hear that his friend and mentor had never been real. Perhaps her very presence was a reminder of everything Tommy had lost.

      She went to join him, circling the campfire and claiming a spot on a fallen log. For a little while, she too was silent, content to enjoy the warmth. They had been here for three days. In that time, Tommy had followed her instructions to the letter, had committed himself to a deep study of the Ether and its mysteries, but resentment still burned inside of him. Desa could sense it even though he tried to hide it.

      “Do you remember your first attempt to meditate?” She had discovered that Tommy was most receptive to her guidance when she offered friendly reminders that yes, she did know a thing or two about his life. There were hundreds of memories to choose from; this one was as good as any other.

      Seated on another log, he grimaced as he stared into his lap. “Took me a few months before I finally got it right.” He drew his belt knife, picked up a fallen branch and began whittling the end, shaving flakes of bark off.

      “A slow count of five, remember?”

      He looked up, scrutinizing her with those hawkish eyes. “And there we are,” he said, pointing at her with the tip of his blade. “It’s stuff like that that makes me wonder if you might be playing me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wasn’t no slow count of five,” he explained. “Rina had me chant the words ‘silver moonlight’ over and over until I thought I might go mad.”

      Desa shut her eyes, exhaling slowly through her nose. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I remember it differently. But I promise you I’m not trying to deceive you.”

      Small discrepancies like that popped up from time to time. The major events of his life were unchanged in this new history. Rina had found him and his partner Sebastian in a jail cell, awaiting execution for the crime of “fornication.” Which, in that backward, little village, meant two men loving each other. Rina had freed them both and taken Tommy under her wing. When Sebastian betrayed their group, Rina had killed him.

      The major beats of his story were identical to the ones Desa knew, but the minute details were different sometimes. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn that the cosmic beings – these so-called Primordials – had changed just enough to ensure that Tommy would never completely trust her.

      Rina’s meditation technique was essentially the same as the one Desa had used: a mantric chant to centre the mind. What you chose to chant was of no consequence; all you had to do was repeat it and focus on those words to the exclusion of all else.

      “Let’s try it now,” Desa urged. “A slow count of five. Are you ready?”

      They began their chant, repeating the numbers over and over, losing themselves in the flow. Desa allowed herself to become one with the Ether. Even with her eyes closed, she still saw a whole new world.

      Everything became a sea of roiling particles. The ground, the fire, the logs, even Tommy: She saw them all as clusters of molecules. Her awareness extended for quite some distance. She knew that her friendly raccoon was currently hiding behind one of the sugar pines and feasting on some nuts. High above, an owl swooped over the forest.

      Tommy soon joined her, embracing the Ether as well.

      Desa had to let it go to regain control of her body. She felt the absence keenly – the Ether was a source of strength and comfort – but it was necessary if she wanted to speak. “Feel the connection. You are one with everything.”

      The flames crackled, and the wind blew, but Tommy remained perfectly still, orange light reflected on his face. In rare moments like this, he looked serene, at peace. “The Ether is the sum of all possibilities. It protects you, yes. But it offers so much more than that.”

      Tommy didn’t answer, but she could feel the Ether stirring within him. She knew that he was still wrapped in its loving embrace. “Look within yourself,” Desa urged. “Face the rage and know that it is insignificant.”

      He lost the Ether then, stiffening at her words, his jaw set with barely-restrained anger. It was an effort not to sigh. He had been so close. “It wasn’t like this with Rina,” he muttered.

      “No?”

      “No. She didn’t bother with all this fluff about connections. She showed me how to make Infusions. That’s what I needed to know.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      Tommy eyed her for a moment as if wondering whether there might be some ulterior motive behind her question. “Well, she wasn’t like you,” he began. “You don’t even look alike.”

      “No?”

      “No. She was tall with long, black hair.”

      “I take it you looked up to her.”

      Tommy bent forward with his elbows on his thighs, his chin resting on laced fingers. “She was kind of like a big sister, I guess.”

      “Tell me about some of your adventures.”

      He frowned, puzzled by her request. “Don’t you know them all?” he asked. “I do believe I’m sensing a theme here, and it seems to be that I should take Rina out of the memory and insert you instead.”

      “I’d like to hear them anyway,” Desa murmured. “There are some small differences. Maybe we might find some larger ones.”

      “I remember this one time down in Hedrovan. Miri, Dalen and I freed all the slaves, but that got us in trouble with the law. We thought we were done for, but then Rina shows up and…”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Desa woke up with a slight cramp in her lower back. She could complain all she wanted about spending too much time in cities, but the truth was that she was too old to be sleeping on the hard ground.

      Rolling onto her side, she grimaced and forced herself to sit up. She had to brush the short, brown hair out of her face. “Next time he needs a retreat to get his head on straight, he can bring Kalia along for company.” But that would mean Desa had to stay behind and deal with the squabbling politicians. On second thought, she would rather have the backache.

      Climbing out of the tent, she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. She blinked a few times, taking stock of her surroundings. A slight chill still lingered in the air, but the sun would soon drive it away. She could already tell that it was going to be a gorgeous day.

      Silver rays of sunlight slanted through the treetops, illuminating their tiny campsite. Far to the east, the Molarin peaks reached for a cloudless, blue sky. The sweet scent of pine needles tickled her nose, but she almost failed to notice it when the distinctive sizzle of cooking meat filled her ears.

      Tommy had set up a small grill over the firepit, but he had not started another fire. Instead, he used an active Heat-Source to cook his bacon. Every Infusion produced a slightly different vibration in the Ether. A trained Field Binder would recognize them, sight unseen. Tommy had placed his within the metal of the grill itself, which admittedly, was smarter than using coins. That was how Desa had done it during her long years in the wilderness.

      He was crouching with his back turned, carefully inspecting his work. “Morning!” he said when he heard Desa’s footsteps.

      She made no effort to hold back her smile. It was good to know that he was still observant. She wanted him to find peace, but that didn’t mean she wanted his skills to atrophy. There were still dangers in this world.

      Twisting around, Tommy looked over his shoulder with a wry grin. “Bacon?” he asked. “I’ve got some nice buttered bread too.”

      Desa eased herself onto a log, resting her hands on her knees as she considered her options. “Kalia wants me to eat less red meat.”

      Tommy snorted. “What’s the point of camping if you can’t get away from the old ball and chain?”

      “The what?”

      “Earth slang,” he explained, pulling his frying pan off the grill and taking it over to the large rock. “It’s what Earthmen call their wives.”

      A frown tugged at the corners of Desa’s mouth. Tommy must have recognized the discomfort in her silence. Spinning around, he cocked his head and offered an apologetic shrug. “Sorry.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be. It’s a source of great comfort to know that men are the same everywhere in this universe. Now, give me some of that bacon.”

      One thing she could say about her protégé: He was a fantastic cook. Spending half your life out in the wild would teach you to do some remarkable things with a frying pan. The bacon was just crispy enough to crunch while remaining juicy. The bread was nice and soft. He had purchased it from a market in Bekala before they left.

      Not long after breakfast, she heard the telltale hum of an aircraft and looked up to find a Leyrian shuttle swooping low over the treetops. The sleek, little ship had a rounded nose and two wings that curved slightly downward.

      It hovered over a nearby clearing and slowly descended, dropping out of sight. “Looks like our ride’s here,” Desa observed. Odd. The shuttle wasn’t due to arrive until tomorrow morning.

      Tommy was already packing up their supplies.

      It took them ten minutes to take down the tents and gather their things, another five to hike through the woods to their meeting spot. The shuttle was parked on the lumpy ground with its nose pointed off to her left.

      Agent Phillip Sharp stood by the airlock with his arms folded. He was a handsome, young man: pale with short, black hair and thick eyebrows. His nose was a bit too large for that boyish face, but it didn’t affect his luck with the ladies. She knew for a fact that plenty of women in Bekala were swooning over him.

      “Captain Troval!” he said, striding toward them when she and Tommy emerged from the thicket. She still felt odd being addressed by her partner’s surname, but since she didn’t have one of her own – other than the one she had inherited from her late husband – it would have to stand for now. “I’m sorry to disturb your trip, but Councillor Troval asked us to bring you back early. They’re ready to unveil the new Gate.”

      “Really? They got it working.”

      “That’s what she tells me.” Phillip frowned at Desa’s bare wrist. “You know, this would be a lot easier if you would just take a multi-tool. We could have called you.”

      “I survived for forty years without Leyrian technology, Phillip. I don’t see why I should start using it now.”

      “Whatever you say, ma’am.” He made a face. “But do me a favour. Call me Phil.” He turned, gazing off toward the distant mountains. “We better get you home. Councillor Troval has a real storm on her hands.”
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