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      Desa rode into town atop Midnight.

      The large black stallion let out a snort of derision, his ears shifting this way and that as they entered a village where log houses stood on either side of the hard-packed dirt road. It was a primitive place by her standards, but she noted the presence of paraffin lanterns hanging unlit above every door. At this late afternoon hour, the sun still provided enough light despite a thick ceiling of clouds.

      To her left and her right, tall pines rose up on the outskirts of town so that it seemed as if the only way out was along the east-west road. But Desa had studied maps, and she knew the area well. A smaller road branched off from the centre of town, heading south.

      Midnight twisted his neck to give her a side-long glance with one eye. No doubt he felt the same disturbance she did. The Ether seemed distant. It was usually so in places where men's hearts were full of hate.

      Closing her eyes, Desa nodded once in agreement. “I feel it too,” she whispered, patting the horse. “Be at ease; we won't be staying long.”

      Midnight snorted again.

      A petite woman in tan pants and a brown duster, Desa pulled the wide brim of her hat down to shade a face of olive skin. Her mother always told her that hers was a face that would inspire young men toward all sorts of trouble. Not that she cared very much about getting a man's attention. She had always fancied women, and that had remained true even through her brief marriage.

      She urged Midnight up a side street where two women from neighbouring houses were gossiping on either side of a waist-high fence. One had her hair up in a thick, golden braid, and the other let dark-red tresses fall to her shoulders, but you might have thought them twins by the way they turned their heads in unison to stare at Desa.

      A skinny man in a fine black coat and a bowler hat came walking past on the other side of the road. City fashion? Out here? Maybe he was the local banker. He paused just long enough to direct a sneer at Desa.

      Puckering her lips, Desa blew out a breath. “It's going to be an interesting stay,” she murmured to Midnight. The stallion whinnied in agreement.

      A young boy in thick overalls that he wore over a white shirt came running out of one yard, dashing across the road. He was maybe eight or nine with a mop of yellow hair and a dimple in his chin.

      “Boy!” Desa called out.

      He stopped halfway across the road.

      With a cheeky grin, Desa bowed slightly in her saddle. “Reckon a smart lad like you would know where a lady can find a hot meal,” she said. “Where do travelers usually stay when they pass through town?”

      He turned his head to look at her, squinting as he sized her up, then gestured up the street. “Around the next bend,” he said. “Place is called MacGregor's.”

      “Maybe you could show me?”

      He shied away from her, backing up a few steps, glancing this way and that as if he thought his mother might come out and scold him for talking to a stranger. “I have to do my chores.” Desa snorted. The boy didn't look as if he was very busy with chores at that particular moment. “You'll know it. It's taller than the other houses.”

      She nodded to him.

      A squeeze of her thighs set Midnight in motion, and it wasn't long before the road curved slightly to her left. She passed more log houses, a tall man in a duster who led his horse by the reins and even a small village green.

      The boy was true to his word; McGregor's was a large, two-story building made of wooden planks. Its gabled roof was still slick from a recent rainfall. A metal sign above the door depicted a man on the back of a rearing horse.

      The very instant she arrived, a stable-girl came running out to meet her. A tiny slip of a lass with her body hidden under a poncho, she wore her bright red hair pulled back from a face as pale as snow. “Will you be needing a place for your horse, ma'am?”

      Desa swung her leg over Midnight's flank and dropped to the ground with a loud thump. She straightened, reached up and tipped her hat. “Much obliged. Do you get many travelers here?”

      “We're the biggest village between High Falls and Fengen's Wake,” the girl replied. “Most folks stop here.”

      Desa stood before the child with hands shoved into her duster's pockets, nodding slowly as she considered the answer. “Lookin' for a fella as might have come through a few days ago,” she said. “Maybe you've seen him. Thick dark mustache and a scar along his cheek.”

      The girl turned her head to study the inn's front door, then stepped back and scraped a knuckle across her brow. “Lots of folks stop here,” she mumbled. “I'm sure I wouldn't recall if I did.”

      A moment of tense silence passed before the girl stepped forward and reached for Midnight's reins. The stallion nuzzled and licked her outstretched hand. “He's friendly!” Desa had to stifle the urge to laugh. The child didn't know the half of it! Once Midnight decided he liked you, he was your friend for life.

      Taking him by the reins, the girl led him toward a stone path that went around the back of the inn. Really, it was Midnight who allowed himself to be led. That horse would not go anywhere he didn't want to go.

      “Girl,” Desa said.

      She fished a coin out of her coat pocket and flicked it with her thumb. It tumbled end over end toward the girl, who whirled around to catch it with a deft hand. “For your trouble.”

      Inside, she found a saloon with sawdust on the wooden floorboards. Round tables were spread out beneath unlit lanterns that hung from the ceiling. For now, the light from the front window was enough.

      A bar ran along the wall to her left, built against the side of a staircase that went up to the guest rooms. The man who stood behind the counter, wiping a glass with a rag, was tall with a barrel chest and a ring of dark hair. “Lookin' for a room?” he asked.

      “And a drink,” she said, removing her hat.

      The barkeep wrinkled his nose at her, then shook his head. “Suppose you'll be wanting a Vinthen Red or something else they serve in the cities,” he muttered. “Well, what'll it be?”

      Desa hopped onto a stool, folding her hands on the counter and leaning in close. “Whiskey,” she said. “Straight up.”

      His surprised grimace was almost enough to soothe Desa's annoyance. The man plunked a shot-glass down on the counter, then filled it with the contents of a brown jug and waited to see what she would do.

      Desa picked up the glass, shut her eyes tight and downed it all in one gulp. The hot sting on her tongue and the warmth as it filled her belly were familiar companions, salves that soothed her many pains. “Now,” she said. “Maybe you could answer my questions.”

      The bartender narrowed his eyes. “Maybe you could answer mine,” he shot back. “We don't trust strangers around here.”

      “That's funny, coming from a fella as runs an inn in a town where strange folks come through all the time.”

      “I may have to house 'em,” he said. “I don't have to like 'em.”

      Pursing her lips, Desa held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded curtly. “Tell you what,” she offered. “I'll answer one of your questions, and you answer one of mine. All square and even, no?”

      “Why are you passing through?”

      “I'm looking for a couple of lowlies as broke the law back in High Falls,” Desa explained. “Figured they might have come this way.”

      The man looked her up and down, and his face tightened, his thick, black eyebrows drawn together. “I knew it!” he snapped, though his voice never rose much beyond a soft whisper. “You have the reek of a bounty hunter on you. Very few women hunters in these parts, and only one as looks like you. You're Desa Kincaid: the Widow.”

      Her mouth clicked shut, and her eyebrows climbed up her forehead. “I see you've heard of me,” she said. “And unless the name of this establishment is entirely misleading, I presume you're McGregor. So...Where's Morley?”

      “Don't know any Morley.”

      “I consider myself to be a woman of reason, sir,” Desa said, her accent changing slightly now that she no longer had to effect the facade of a local dialect. “Surely, we can come to some kind of accommodation.”

      “There's nothing you have I want.”

      With care, Desa slid a gloved hand into her pants' pocket and retrieved a thick coin of pure Aladri silver. She held it up so the barkeep could see the sword embossed on one side. “Not even this?”

      “I don't want witch silver.”

      Desa felt her lips curl, then bowed her head to him. “It's not what you think,” she said. “There's no magic, simply a deeper understanding of nature. This could be a useful tool if you were willing to open your mind just a crack.”

      The man took it from her, squinting as he examined the coin. “How does it work?” he asked. “This...deeper understanding of nature.”

      “See the sword on one side?”

      “Yeah...”

      “Run your thumb along it from hilt to blade.”

      McGregor's cheeks puffed up as he let out a sigh, but he followed her instructions to the letter, clutching the coin in one hand and sliding his thumb across its surface. His eyes all but popped out. “It's cold.”

      A grin blossomed on Desa's face, and she nodded to him. “Indeed,” she said. “Now, consider what you might do with it. You could put it in an icebox and use it to chill wine or keep food fresh. You could use it to bring down a child's fever, to provide some relief on a hot summer's day. Use that sparingly, and it should last months.”

      The coin would drain an enormous amount of heat energy before it was filled to capacity, but it would do so slowly. Desa had made sure of that when she created it. A person would have to hold that coin for quite a while before they were in danger of hypothermia, and frostbite would compel them to put it down first.

      “For months?” McGregor spluttered. “How do I...make it stop?”

      “Run your thumb over the sword from blade to hilt.”

      The very instant he did so, McGregor exhaled with relief. He set the coin down on the counter and bent forward, staring at her with beady eyes. “A treasure to be sure,” he said. “But I'm of no mind to cross the man as passed through here two days ago.”

      “He made an impression, I take it.”

      “You might say that.”

      “Perhaps I should sweeten the pot.”

      She slid the coin toward McGregor, then reached into her pocket and retrieved its twin, setting the two down side by side. The bartender's eyes flicked down to the coins, then back up to her. “Two would be useful...But not enough to-”

      “Just try this one. I think you'll be pleasantly surprised.”

      With a look of extreme annoyance, McGregor palmed the second coin and ran his thumb along it. This time, he gave a start and nearly dropped the thing. “It's hot!”

      “Imagine a journey of several days in which you must sleep in a tent each night,” Desa said. “Autumn's chill setting in, but that's of no concern to you. You'll be safe and warm all night long.”

      Silence stretched on for several moments in which McGregor seemed to consider the offer. Desa could see it in his face; he wasn't swayed. Finally, the man slid his thumb across the coin again and set it down next to its companion.

      Standing up, Desa put her hat back on and pulled the brim down over her eyes. “If you're not interested...” She reached out, slapping a gloved hand down on the two coins, clawing them back toward herself.

      “No, wait.”

      She looked up, arching one dark eyebrow. “I am in no mood to be trifled with, Mr. McGregor,” she said coldly. “If you know something, then by all means share. Otherwise, I'll be on my way.”

      His mouth opened, and his eyes dropped shut. A shuddering breath forced its way through his lips. “This Morley you speak of,” McGregor said. “He came through here a few days ago. Darkness seemed to follow his every step.”

      “The light dimmed?”

      McGregor winced, shaking his head so quickly he might have made himself dizzy. “Nothing so obvious...It was more...a feeling you got when you were near the man. Folks were happy to see his back.”

      “Do you know where he went?”

      Before McGregor could answer, the door banged open, allowing a young man to stumble into the saloon, trailed by several of his friends. The leader of this group was tall and lean with short, black hair and fuzz on his upper lip that might have been an attempt at a mustache.

      The two louts who shuffled in behind him were at most a few years younger, both skinny lads with pale faces, though one had obviously suffered a broken nose some time ago. Desa tried to ignore them, but it seemed they were unwilling to allow her any peace.

      “Who might this be?” the leader asked.

      Desa had her elbows on the counter, her mouth covered by the tips of her fingers. Aside from a quick glance when they had made their entrance, she made it a point not to look. That would only encourage them.

      The leader seemed not to notice her disinterest. Desa heard his boots thumping on the floorboards, and she could practically feel the air stirring on the back of her neck. He would be within arm's reach in seconds.

      “My dear,” the man said. “You are-”

      Desa's hand snapped up, seizing the fellow's wrist before he could tap her on the shoulder, holding him tight in an iron grip. “Utterly disinterested,” she said. “Now would be a good time to move along.”

      She released him, and the man staggered away, his feet scuffing across the floor. “By the Almighty's left nut, girl!” he barked. “Who do ya think you are? In these parts, women know better than to-”

      Desa turned around.

      Lifting her chin, she stared him down without a single word, her eyebrows slowly rising. “Reckon you meant to apologize and wish me safe journeys,” she said, assuming a local accent once again. “I thank you for your kindness, sir.”

      The man was bent over and rubbing one wrist with the other hand. When his eyes fell upon her, she saw hatred there. He reached for the holstered revolver on his hip.

      “Ducane!” McGregor called out. “Not in here!”

      With his hand hovering over the grip of his pistol, Ducane stiffened, then looked away and spat on the floor. “Another time then, Missy,” he whispered. “'Less, of course, you're smart enough to leave town before I find ya.”

      Desa said nothing more.

      Defeated for the moment, Ducane jerked his head toward the door and then left without even checking to see if his two lackeys bothered to follow him. Of course, they did, and then Desa had a little peace again.

      “He'll make good on that threat,” McGregor said. “This Morley you're after? He went south. I suggest you do the same. Keep your witch coins; leave us honest folk alone. Just get on your horse and ride.”

      

      Several hours later, Desa was walking down a street of hard-packed dirt with her hands in her coat pockets. Full night had come on, and the houses on either side were just square shadows, silhouettes against the blackness, made visible only by the wan light of a crescent moon. She saw an orange glow in some windows – light from a fire that hadn't been doused – but most of this sleepy little town had turned in.

      She had completed two circuits of the village and was well into her third, thoughts of Morley tumbling through her head. The man was a rabid animal, but it was his master that Desa feared most. Bendarian's experiments with Field Binding had killed six people and wounded several others. He was to have been incarcerated in Aladar, but of course, the man escaped.

      The Synod had been willing to just let him go – someone else's problem – but not Desa Nin Leean. No...At nineteen years old, Desa had been certain that she could bring the man to justice; so she hopped onto a horse and rode off in pursuit. That was ten years ago, and Bendarian's power had become monstrous in the decade since.

      She rounded a corner and winced when the lantern above McGregor's door made her eyes smart. The small inn kept a light shining for anyone who might want to avail themselves of its services after dark, as did the sheriff's station and the local physician's office. She had passed all three several times on her walk.

      Desa stepped into the light with her head down, sighing softly. “What did you do to these people, Morley?” she wondered aloud. “What-”

      Her ears picked up a crunching sound.

      Shadows on an intersecting street resolved into Ducane, who came into the light with a hand on his pistol. The other two were right behind him, both sneering, especially Mr. Broken-Nose. That one seemed to be itching for a little violence.

      “Well now,” Ducane said. “I believe we have a score to settle.”

      Desa shut her eyes and tried to remain calm. “I have no time for this.” Her voice was ice. “Leave me to my business, and I'll be gone by noon tomorrow. You can go back to lording over this small town and thank your Almighty that I have larger concerns.”

      The grin on Ducane's face promised pain. He chuckled, no doubt convinced that he had control of this situation, and shook his head. “I made you a promise, Missy,” he said. “What kind of man would I be if I didn't keep it?”

      “A wiser man than most.”

      “No one embarrasses me like that, Missy.”

      What to do? The man was about two seconds away from drawing his gun, and if he got too close, he would certainly want to pummel her. Why kill a woman when you could just put her in her place? More satisfying when you could force her to acknowledge your superiority. Perhaps the time had come to drive her point home.

      With a thought, Desa ordered the stone on her necklace to drain light energy. The lantern above McGregor's went out, as did the glow in every nearby window. In truth, all of those fires were still burning, but they would provide no illumination so long as Desa's necklace was nearby.

      With so little light to take, they were left in total darkness. Even the crescent moon had vanished from the sky. It was still there, of course, but someone would have to get at least a hundred paces away from Desa to see it.

      “What the-” Ducane spluttered.

      The man was incredibly loud, stomping around with feet scuffing in the dirt, giving away his position with every step. His two lackeys were no better, both shuffling about. One drew his pistol with the distinctive click of a hammer being cocked.

      Desa moved silently through the darkness, pacing a circle around the group. “You will leave this place now.” Her voice spooked them, and one jumped, startled to find that she was no longer where she had been. “You will not trouble me again. And if you do...I will turn you into a toad.”

      She had no such power, but the superstitions of backward-thinking men were often more useful tools than any feat she might actually produce.

      She ordered her necklace to stop feasting on light.

      The lantern above McGregor's door flared to life once again, revealing three men standing with their backs to the saloon, all frantic and looking about as if they expected a demon to leap from every shadow.

      Desa stood in the intersecting street with fists on her hips, her chin thrust out as she watched them scramble. “Have I made my point?” she asked. “Or must I do something even more...drastic?”

      The two lackeys bolted down the street without looking back. Any loyalty they had for Ducane would only last until they encountered someone more frightening than he was. That was the price of employing such men.

      Ducane, however, was not cowed. His face reddened, and he yanked his pistol free of its holster. “Witch!” he shouted. “Witch!” In the blink of an eye, he had the gun aimed at her, his thumb pulling back the hammer.

      Desa raised her left arm up to shield herself, her bracelet feasting on kinetic energy just before the gun went off with a CRACK! CRACK! Two bullets jerked to a halt right in front of her and hovered there, the bracelet holding them suspended in midair.

      She let her arm drop.

      The bullets fell with it, landing at her feet an instant before she stepped over them. “I did warn you,” she said, beginning a slow, inexorable march toward Ducane. “But that was attempted murder. I only wanted to pass through this village without incident. I was even willing to turn a blind eye to your destructive tendencies. I'm afraid that is no longer an option.”

      Ducane stumbled backward, lifting the gun in a shaky hand.

      Once again, the street went dark, and Desa stepped aside to get out of the line of fire. Her bracelet might stop a third bullet, but not a fourth. Not until she replenished its power. Thankfully, Ducane did not shoot.

      He did shuffle about, making noise, breathing hard as though he feared for his life. “Where are you?” he shouted into the darkness. “Show yourself, witch!”

      Desa moved slowly, deliberately, closing the distance with barely any sound. Years of training had given her the instincts of a huntress. She could be as quiet as a spider on the ceiling when she wanted to be. Ducane panted. When the light finally returned, Desa was right next to him.

      Ducane rounded on her.

      Desa kicked the gun out of his hand. She spun and back-kicked, her boot slamming into the man's chest, driving him backward. A wheeze exploded from Ducane as he lost his balance and fell against the side of a log house.

      The man drew his knife and held it with the tip pointed at Desa's heart. He watched her over the length of a trembling arm. “I'll send you back to the Inferno, witch! Tell your demon masters that you failed. You won't take my soul!”

      He rushed her, intending to drive the blade through her chest.

      Stepping aside, Desa twirled on the spot and seized the man's arm as he passed. She forced Ducane to bend double, then brought her knee up to strike his nose. That knocked the fight out of him.

      When she released him, he collapsed to the ground, moaning in pain. Idiot. There were days when she regretted her decision to leave Aladar in pursuit of Bendarian. The people out here were savages.

      Desa squatted down next to him, shaking her head. “Had enough?” she asked. “Are you ready to come with me to the sheriff's station?”

      Ducane groaned.

      “Yes, I imagine it is quite painful.” Grabbing a clump of his hair, Desa pulled his head back to reveal a bloody nose. “I abhor violence, but I will not suffer a murderer to go free. On your feet, sir!”

      There were faces in nearby windows, watching her. Some of them would have seen the lights of their lamps go out. Her necklace would drain light from any source that was close enough; walls were no impediment to its power.

      Desa mopped a hand over her sweat-slick face, then blinked several times. “Get up, Ducane,” she growled. “We have a long walk ahead of us.”

      

      With the barrel of her pistol pressed against Ducane's back, Desa nudged the man through the door to the sheriff's office. Inside, she found a simple room of wooden walls, illuminated by a paraffin lantern on the desk.

      The young man who sat behind that desk – a deputy, by his badge – stood up and flinched when he saw them. “What's all this?” He was lean and slim with a pale face and short blonde hair that he parted to one side. “Bringing Mr. Ducane in? Who are you?”

      Ducane spared her the trouble of answering.

      The man turned his head to show clenched teeth and hissed at Desa. “A witch,” he rasped. “She used her magic on me.”

      “Men in these parts are a superstitious lot,” Desa said. “Weren't no magic at play. I'm just a bounty hunter passin' through, and this one tried to kill me. You'll find plenty of witnesses as can testify to the gunshots.”

      “I shot at her!” Ducane shouted. “She made the bullets stop!”

      Closing her eyes, Desa touched two fingers to her forehead. “Aye, he shot at me all right,” she agreed. “Though, I can't be blamed if he couldn't hit the broad side of a barn at ten paces. A smart-lookin' fella like you don't believe in magic, do ya?”

      The young deputy gripped his belt in both hands, then looked down at his feet. “No, ma'am, I do not.” When he leveled his gaze on her, his face was stern. “Mr. Ducane has a reputation for causing trouble.”

      “Lenny,” Ducane said. “You know me.”

      “Aye, I do,” Lenny replied. “And I know you're as like to start a fight as you are to drink every drop in McGregor's storehouse. Many have warned you that it would bring you to a bad end, Charles.”

      Snatching up a ring of keys from the corner of the desk, Lenny moved to a door in the wall to Desa's left. He glanced over his shoulder, frowning at them. “I'd just as soon have you in a cell until this matter is sorted,” he added. “But ma'am, I'll have to ask that you remain in town to testify before a magistrate.”

      “Won't be possible, sir,” Desa said. “A girl has to earn her living.”

      “That's as may be, but the law is the law.”

      Once again, Desa found herself regretting the decision to come to this benighted little town. How much time would she lose waiting for a magistrate to arrive? How far away would Morley get? She had lost the man's trail several times over the last five years; sniffing him out again had felt like a miracle.

      But what could she do? She was the only one who could testify against Ducane, and if she left, the man would go free to terrorize some other young woman. There were days when she hated her lot in life.

      Lenny jiggled the keys several times and finally forced the door open. “This way,” he said. “And make no trouble, mind.”

      Desa poked Ducane with her gun.

      Reluctantly, he started forward, passing through the door to a narrow corridor of white bricks with cells in both walls. They were all empty except for one at the very end where two young men sat side by side.

      One on the left, in tan pants and a blue shirt, had his hands on his knees as he stared into his lap. By the look of him, he might have been Lenny's twin. In fact, Desa was quite certain that he was.

      The other one had thick black hair that he wore parted in the middle and pale skin that was marked by a single blemish on his cheek. A three-pointed star from a branding iron. It must have been done recently because the flesh was still raw and red.

      “You're selling him into slavery?”

      Lenny shrugged. “His choice. It was that or the gallows.”

      Whirling around to face the young deputy, Desa looked up to stare into his eyes. “What was his crime?” she inquired. “Something monstrous, I would hope, to merit such punishment.”

      Lenny flinched at the change in her voice – she had let her accent slip – then shook his head and recovered his wits. “Fornication.” His mouth twisted as if speaking the word left a bad taste. “With each other. My brother was man enough to choose the noose.”

      Before Desa could offer a scathing reply, yet another man appeared in the doorway. This one was tall with gray hair and a sheriff's star on his barrel chest. “What's going on here, Lenny?” he demanded. “I heard gunshots in the night.”

      “That would be Mr. Ducane's doing,”

      Twisting around to shove a finger in Desa's face, Ducane backed up until he almost hit the cell at the end of the corridor. “She's a witch!” he cried out. “She used her magics. No wonder young Tommy and Sebastian here have turned to sin. With degenerates like this woman in our town...”

      “Enough!” the sheriff snapped. “You finally gone and stepped over that line you been skirtin' eh, Charles? Throw him in a cell, Lenny.”

      The deputy did as he was ordered, turning his back, sliding a key into the lock and pulling the barred door open. Ducane shuffled through without protest and dropped onto the wooden bench inside. Once he was safely tucked away behind bars, Desa holstered her weapon.

      Lenny slammed the door shut with a clang.

      “Now,” the sheriff said, blocking the exit with his arms crossed, frowning as he looked Desa up and down. “Who might you be, and what exactly happened between you and Mr. Ducane?”

      Ignoring him, Desa turned her back and went to the cell at the end of the corridor. The two men inside both looked up. Like frightened animals. It sickened her to see that brand on the dark-haired boy's face.

      Desa licked her lips, took a deep breath and nodded once. “Sheriff, you will release these two men immediately,” she said. “What they've done is no crime, and slavery is an affront to all that is good and decent in this world.”

      “Release them?” the sheriff spluttered. “On whose authority?”

      “On the authority of Desa nin Leean,” she said. “Prime Field Binder of Aladar. If you are so eager to be rid of these young men, then I will happily take them away. They can come with me to Aladar and live in peace.”

      “Witch,” Ducane muttered from behind the bars of his cell.

      The sheriff blinked, surprised by her declaration, and stepped back to brace a hand against the door-frame. Lenny positioned himself between Desa and the other man with his hands raised defensively. “Wait, hold on!” he said. “I don't want to see my brother die, but the Almighty's laws are clear.”

      “Not everyone believes in your Almighty, sir.”

      Lenny narrowed his eyes, trying to stare through her. “Ducane was right,” he said, nodding. “You are a witch. Sheriff Cromwell, maybe we should be arresting her as well. Before she corrupts the townsfolk.”

      “Lenny,” the sheriff said. “Enough. And you, madame. I thank you for bringing a known troublemaker in, but I do believe it's time that you be on your way.”

      “Not without Tommy and Sebastian,” Desa insisted.

      Lenny drew his revolver, thrust his arm out and aimed for Desa's chest. His thumb rested on the hammer, but he didn't cock it. “Shut your mouth, witch,” he whispered. “Be thankful that Sheriff Cromwell is willing to let you go.”

      Desa stretched a hand out, the knuckles of her closed fist mere inches from Lenny's nose, and then her ring began to glow with a brief flare of light. The young man squeezed his eyes shut, stumbling back in shock.

      Desa kicked him in the belly, forcing the lad to double over. She punched Lenny's face with one fist, then the other, a ferocious pair of blows that knocked the wits right out of him. He bent low, practically touching his forehead to the floor.

      Desa reacted without thought, one hand deftly pulling a throwing knife from her belt and hurling it over the young man's back. It tumbled end over end toward the sheriff, who drew his gun just in time for Desa's knife to nick his hand.

      His fingers uncurled.

      The pistol fell to the floor.

      With a growl, Desa jumped and rolled across Lenny's exposed back, popping up to land just behind him. She rushed the sheriff before the man could recover from his shock.

      Cromwell looked up at her with wide eyes.

      Desa leaped and kicked high, slamming her boot into the man's chest, driving him backward into the small office that fronted the building. He staggered across the wooden floor, hit the wall and collapsed.

      Nimble as a cat, Desa landed right in front of the desk, then whirled around to find Lenny on his knees in the middle of the cell-block. The young man snatched up his fallen pistol, stood on shaky legs and cocked the hammer as he turned.

      Desa pulled another throwing knife.

      Her hand came up, the knife flying from her fingertips, tumbling end over end on course for its target. Lenny spun around just in time for the blade to sink half an inch into the soft skin of his thigh.

      He fell over backward, his arm flailing as he pulled the trigger. The gun went off with a roar like thunder, and chunks of wood rained down upon Lenny an instant after two bullets punched through the ceiling.

      Squatting down just inside the cell-block, Desa retrieved the sheriff's revolver and held it up in front of her face, the barrel pointed upward. “Now,” she said. “I assume you don't want any more trouble.”

      Lenny was clutching his wounded leg.

      A glance over her shoulder revealed Sheriff Cromwell leaning against the wall with a hand over his heart, his every breath a ragged gasp. “This was only a small taste of my power,” Desa assured them. “I'd rather not have to do anything drastic.”

      “Witch...” Ducane whispered in his cell.

      “We-” Cromwell puffed out a wheeze before he could finish that sentence. “We will release the young men to your care.”

      Moaning in pain, Lenny tried to sit up, but he had to steady himself with one hand on the floor. His head lolled. “Ducane was right...” he whispered. “You're an affront to all that's holy.”

      Desa cocked the hammer on the sheriff's pistol and pointed the weapon at Lenny. “Put your weapon down, son,” she pleaded. “Don't make me kill you.”

      Mercy be praised, the boy actually did as he was told, setting his gun down on the floor. Then he stood up woozily, turned around and shuffled to the cell and the end of the corridor. “You want my worthless brother?” he mumbled, shoving the key into the lock. The door swung open with a clang. “Take him.”

      Tommy and Sebastian stood side by side in the cell, both slack-jawed and staring at her like she was some kind of demon. Neither one moved. Maybe they didn't believe their own eyes.

      “Well?” Desa said. “Do you want to stay here and wait for the gallows, or do you want to come with me?”

      There was a long moment of silence in which both lads were still. Desa suddenly felt very nervous. If she had just gone to all this trouble to free a pair of lads who were determined to remain here and accept their fate, well...That would be embarrassing. And dangerous. She had made a few enemies tonight. It was likely she wouldn't ever be able to come back this way. To have done all that to save a pair of primitive boys who were so inculcated with this backward little culture that they would die before-

      Finally, Tommy stepped forward, cleared his throat and nodded to her. “Thank you, ma'am,” he said. “Let's be on our way.”

      It took Sebastian a few more seconds to decide that he would rather ride off with his lover than allow the lowlies of this town to sell him into slavery. Desa made a vexed sound. She would have to do something about that brand on his cheek. “I...” Sebastian began. “I want to go too.”

      “Hope you boys have horses,” Desa said, glancing back at the sheriff who would no doubt bring a mob of angry townsfolk down on her the very instant she let him out of her sight. “We have a long ride ahead of us.”
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      Tommy's eyes flew open.

      His mouth became a gaping hole as he yawned and sat up. “Where am I?” The sky was still a deep twilight blue and covered with clouds, and there were trees everywhere. Memories of everything came back to him.

      For half a moment, he wondered why he wasn't in his bed, but then he remembered the events in the sheriff's office and their hasty escape from Sorla. The townsfolk were all roused by the commotion, but most were too confused, and McGregor had advised them all to avoid doing anything foolish. By the time they found Lenny and Sheriff Cromwell tending their wounds, Tommy had already saddled his father's horse and followed Desa Kincaid into the night. His heart ached when he realized that he would probably never see Sorla again.

      “Wake up, lazy bones.”

      He looked and saw Desa striding between two elms with a smile on her face. The woman nodded once. “It's breakfast time,” she said. “Come join me. Tell me a bit about yourself.”

      Reluctantly, Tommy stood up. Though he was still fully clothed – pants, shirt and a duster – he felt strangely exposed. He set a wide-brimmed hat on his head and shuffled over to a spot where Desa had a pot of boiling water...on the ground...with no fire.

      Desa seated herself on a log with her hands folded over her knees, staring wistfully at something in the far distance. “Come on then,” she said. “It won't stay hot forever, and you need something to take the chill away.”

      Tommy squatted by the pot and lifted it to reveal a penny underneath. Was that the source of the heat? For the fourth time since departing the village last night, he began to wonder if trusting this woman was a good idea.

      Desa handed him a pewter cup.

      He filled it with mint tea that sent steam wafting up toward his face. Tommy shut his eyes and breathed it in. “Thank you.” He took a sip, surprised to find that it was really quite tasty. “How...”

      “How what?”

      Tommy felt his brow furrow, then shook his head. “How were you able to heat it without a fire?” It occurred to him that the question might offend Desa. “That is...if you want to tell me.”

      Desa looked up, and her smile returned. “It's called Field Binding,” she explained. “A way of manipulating energy. I can teach you if you like.”

      Tommy forced his eyes shut, a shiver passing through him at the thought of doing magic. “You can teach me?” His voice was hesitant. Really, he shouldn't even be asking this question, but this woman had used her powers to save him and Sebastian. “How...Not that I want to, but how...”

      “To Field Bind, you must learn to commune with the Ether. That is the first step on your journey. And the hardest. Some people need years of practice just to sense the Ether. Others pick it up in a matter of weeks, but anyone can if they try.”

      “What is this...Ether?”

      Desa pressed her lips together, her eyebrows slowly climbing up her forehead. “No one really knows,” she admitted. “Some say it's a vestige of the goddesses who made this world, a piece of their power.”

      “Goddesses...But...The Almighty...”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Desa stood up and tramped over mucky ground with a thick carpet of leaves to the spot where her horse waited. Unlike Tommy's mount, the large black stallion was not tied up. He just waited by the dirt path that cut through the forest, watching them chat with an idle curiosity. Or so it seemed, anyway.

      Sebastian was still in his bedroll, curled up on his side and shivering under the thick blankets. It was cold, but Tommy suspected that his love's desire to remain abed had more to do with an aversion to Desa's company than a need to stay warm. Sebastian had been quiet through most of last night's ride, breaking his silence only to voice his apprehension about riding off with a witch.

      It seemed an Aladri sorceress was fine company when you needed a way to avoid the gallows, but now that Sebastian was free, he seemed to think that he and Tommy should ride off on their own and leave Desa to whatever she was about.

      Tommy leaned his back against a tree trunk, closed his eyes and breathed in the cool air. What have I gotten myself into? he wondered. Does the woman want to make a warlock out of me?

      Desa strode past, shoving some crusty bread and a bit of cheese into his hands. “Eat up,” she said. “We'll be on our way soon.”

      It was a slow and dreary ride, southward through the forest. The trees had sprouted thick green leaves, but even though spring had finally asserted itself, bits of winters chill still clung to the wee hours of the night. The dampness didn't help.

      Tommy buttoned his duster and shivered in the saddle.

      Behind him, Sebastian's body provided some amount of warmth as the man sat with his arms wrapped around Tommy's midsection. “I've seen the maps,” he whispered. “The forest ends in about twenty miles. We can be on our way.”

      “No!” Tommy hissed.

      Apparently, his reaction was loud enough to make Desa glance over her shoulder with a frown. Did the woman know what he and Sebastian were discussing? Would she be offended if he rejected her help now after accepting it last night?

      “We can be free,” Sebastian urged.

      Tommy winced, then reached up with one hand and pulled the brim of his hat down over his eyes. “We've never been more than a few miles out of the village,” he whispered. “We know nothing about the world out there. We need her.”

      Sebastian grumbled.

      The hours passed with very little talk and even less to stave off the boredom. Every now and then, Tommy caught sight of a chipmunk or a squirrel scampering through the forest on either side of that path. But there were no people. Desa seemed content to let them ride without intruding on their privacy, and Sebastian was unwilling to say anything more with a witch in earshot.

      Every now and then, she took off at a gallop, and without fail, Sebastian seized the opportunity to recite his litany of reasons why they would be better off without the aid of an Aladri. Desa always returned within a few minutes, assuring them that the path ahead was clear and that they would be fine.

      It was hard to get a sense of time with gray clouds blanketing the sky from horizon to horizon, but Tommy figured that it was just past midday when Desa reined up and shot a  glance in their direction. “We would cover more ground if one of you rode with me,” she said. “Midnight is stronger and can bear another rider more easily.”

      Tommy watched her with his lips pursed, blinking slowly. “Thank you, ma'am,” he said, nodding to her. “But I think we'd rather stay together.”

      “I'm afraid I must insist.”

      “But-”

      Desa turned Midnight to bar their path and frowned as she shook her head. “I'm in pursuit of a very dangerous man,” she said. “I need to cover as much ground as possible. So, I'm sorry, but one of you rides with me.”

      Five minutes later, it was Tommy sitting behind Desa with his arms around her, and that made for an even more awkward ride.

      

      With the onset of twilight, the gray sky began to fade to a somber blue, and Tommy found himself standing at the edge of a clearing that Desa had chosen for their campsite. Oak and ash trees formed a haphazard ring around them with roots all digging into the mucky earth so that it would be hard to find a comfortable place to lie down. Their leaves were not yet in full bloom, and water dropped from every one.

      A light drizzle fell upon them, not enough to leave them soaked but enough to make for a very uncomfortable night. Tommy shivered despite himself. He knew perfectly well what would happen if he even glanced in Sebastian's direction, but he did so anyway and found the other man glaring at him. Somehow, this was all Tommy's fault.

      Desa stood in front of him with her back turned, planting her fists on her hips and nodding as she inspected their campsite. “Well...It will have to do,” she said, tapping the springy earth with her foot.

      Tommy shut his eyes as cold raindrops pelted his face. Some of them dripped from his chin. “Begging your pardon, ma'am,” he said, stepping forward. “But we'll catch our death out here.”

      Desa turned to him.

      Her bright smile almost did away with his anxieties. “Not to worry, boys,” she said. “I've been doing this a long while, and I promise that I won't let you die from exposure.”

      “How would you prevent it?” Sebastian asked.

      He had his shoulder pressed to the trunk of a tall oak, his arms folded as he watched Desa with obvious misgivings. “More of your witchcraft?” The disdain in his voice made Tommy groan.

      Looking him up and down, Desa smiled again and then tapped the leather pouch on her belt. “Not witchcraft,” she said. “Technology.”

      “Technology?”

      In answer to Sebastian's question, Desa hopped over a root and went to her large, black stallion. The animal twisted its head around to watch as she took a small pot from her saddlebags.

      With a flick of her thumb, she sent a coin tumbling through the air, then reached up and caught it. “You'll see.” She delivered the pot to Tommy with a grin and a request that he fill it with some water from the nearby stream.

      Sebastian's nostrils flared as he snorted. “I suppose you'll be wanting me to start a fire,” he said. “I can gather some wood.”

      “Did we have a fire this morning?”

      For the first time since leaving Sorla, Sebastian's ever-present sneer faded to a look of confusion. “No,” he stammered. “How did you heat the tea.”

      “You'll see,” Desa replied. “Why don't you go help Tommy?”

      Tommy stalked off through the woods, twigs snapping under his boots as he went toward the sound of babbling water. It wasn't long before he found a stream curving its way around the base of a hill, roughly parallel to the road.

      Crouching down beside it, Tommy frowned and scraped a knuckle across his brow. “Gather water, she says,” he muttered under his breath. “Well, I suppose we will need to drink something.”

      He dipped the pot in and filled it. The water he retrieved was mostly clear, but he didn't want to think much about those few dark flecks. Besides, Desa was clearly going to boil it, and that would make it safer to drink.

      “You don't have to do what she says,” Sebastian said as he came up behind Tommy. “You're not her slave.”

      Twisting slightly, Tommy looked over his shoulder and squinted at the other man. “That woman saved me from a trip to the gallows,” he said. “She saved you from a much worse fate. Show some respect.”

      Sebastian was leaning against a tree with his hands folded over his stomach, staring wistfully at the darkening sky. “Oh, I'm grateful,” he replied. “Doesn't mean I want to bed down next to a witch.”

      “She's not a witch.”

      “You saw what she can do.”

      “Aye,” Tommy grumbled, scratching his chin. “I saw. And I also heard when she told me that it ain't no witchcraft.”

      “And you believe her?”

      Tommy stood and, in one smooth motion, spun around to face his lover. He thrust out his chin. “I believe that people who'll kill a man just for loving another man ain't the kind to be trusted,” he said. “I believe that any lady who risks her life to save a stranger deserves better than to be called a witch.”

      Tommy stepped forward, shoving his hands into the pockets of his duster and then turning his head to spit on the ground. “You wanna go, you can go,” he said. “I won't try to stop you. But Mrs. Kincaid has seen a thing or two of this world, and I feel safer with her than I would on my own.”

      That put an end to Sebastian's protests.

      Tommy carried the water back to camp.

      

      Alone in a small thicket, Desa stood with her head tilted back. Rain dribbled over her face, streaming over her skin in thin rivulets. She breathed deeply. And then she got to work.

      Desa punched the air with one fist then the other. She spun and kicked out behind herself, striking nothing at all. The rain gave her chills. Sinking into a rhythm she knew by rote, Desa moved without thought.

      She jumped, curled up into a ball and backflipped. Seconds later, she dropped to the ground with her hands up in a defensive posture. It all felt natural. Every kick, every pivot, every breath of cold air that filled her lungs. Since childhood, Desa had been very proficient with Shian Kaji, a form of self-defense that was common among her people. It had become a part of her Field Binding...just as Field Binding had become a part of how she fought.

      Falling backward, she dug her hands into the mud and rose into a handstand. Desa flipped upright, then jumped and kicked the empty air. She lost herself in the simple joy of movement, pushing conscious thought aside, becoming completely immersed in the task. And when her mind was empty, she felt it.

      The Ether.

      The instant she welcomed it into her mind, her perception of everything changed. She no longer saw trees or mud or sky. Instead, it seemed as though she was looking at galaxies of tiny swirling flecks Too may to count. Her own body was not a single object but billions and billions of tiny specs, smaller than dust and yet more vibrant to her mind, all spinning in an elegant dance.

      She gathered the Ether into herself, and then she focused on the coins in her pouch. She Infused each one with a connection to the Ether, granting them an affinity for heat. It took time; minutes passed while she built a lattice, using strands of Ether to connect the molecules that made up each coin.

      Each one would release heat when triggered.

      Some people called it a surplus of heat, but while that phrasing got the point across, it was technically inaccurate. The coins did not store heat; they merely provided a conduit through which the Ether could release heat into the physical world.

      Energy could flow in either direction. If she reversed the pattern of her lattice, the coins would drain heat instead of releasing it. The Ether was infinite. It could release or absorb any amount of energy. But to create enough warmth for three people. Desa would need to spend a few minutes on each coin.

      Time passed, and she was dimly aware of the chill in her body. When she finished with the coins, she moved on to her bracelet. It had been Infused with the ability to drain kinetic energy from the physical world. But it had absorbed almost all the energy it could handle when Desa had used it to stop Ducane's bullets.

      She renewed its connection to the Ether, and once again, she was forced to work for several minutes before the bracelet could drain enough energy to stop six shots. Desa let out a breath; she was getting tired. Working with the Ether in this way was exhausting.

      Despite her fatigue, she moved on to her belt buckle.

      She might need to fly soon.

      

      When Desa returned to the clearing, she found her two companions squatting by a pile of wood they had gathered while Sebastian tried to light it with a match and some sandpaper he had taken from a metal container. There was very little daylight remaining; they would soon need fire to see.

      Desa clicked her tongue. Matches were still a new technology throughout most of the Eradian continent. Though she supposed traders were passing through Sebastian's village, and he had probably bought some there.

      “No,” she said.

      Sebastian looked up, and his face twisted with hate. He stood, gestured impotently to the pile of wood and said, “Be my guest.”

      “No fire,” she insisted.

      “And how do you expect us to see?”

      Removing her ring, Desa tossed it to the ground, and with a thought, she ordered it to release light energy. Just a little. Enough for them to make out the shapes of trees and roots but not much more. The small golden band began to glow with orange light.

      Tommy's eyebrows went up when he saw it, and then his face lit up with a grin. He seemed to be curious about Desa's abilities.

      Sebastian, on the other hand, jumped back as if the ring were a viper that could bite at any moment. “You expect us to use...that?” he demanded. “Curse my soul! I'm already damned as it is!”

      Blowing out a breath, Desa shook her head. “Fire creates an awful lot of light,” she said, striding over to the boy. “And in case you've forgotten, I am chasing a pair of very dangerous men.”

      Tommy swallowed visibly, grabbed the brim of his hat and pulled it down over his eyes. “You...” His body trembled as he forced the words out. “You think they might find us, ma'am?”

      “They should be at least two days ride from here,” Desa clarified. “But it's possible. Morley has doubled back and tried to kill me before. I'd just as soon not light a signal for him, you understand?”

      “Who is this Morley?”

      Desa crouched near the would-be firepit and cleared the wood away. When it was gone, she set one of the coins down on a flat rock and triggered it with a thought. The air grew warmer in seconds. “The water, Tommy,” she said.

      He did as he was bid, bringing her a full pot. She set it directly on top of the coin. It wasn't much; that pot would provide enough water for one person. She would have to get a bigger one if she planned on traveling with companions. But for now, they would have to make multiple trips to the stream. Desa would go herself. Her legs could use a little stretching after a day in the saddle.

      Frowning as the ring cast orange light on her face, Desa blinked and considered Tommy's question. “A very dangerous man,” she said. “The worst kind of killer. Morley takes pleasure in his victim's pain.”

      “Why are you chasing him?”

      That came from Sebastian.

      Desa was quite aware of the young man standing a few paces behind her. She paid attention to the sound of his breathing. Slow and even. Unless he was far more dangerous than she had surmised, Sebastian wasn't planning to do anything rash.

      Rubbing the back of one fist over her nose, Desa grunted. “Morley is a servant of Radharal Bendarian,” she said. “I've been pursuing him for a long time...A long time.”

      Tommy's feet made a squishing sound in the muck as he paced around the pot. He looked over his shoulder with those sharp, inquisitive eyes. “And who is this Radharal Bendarian...if you don't mind my asking.”

      “He was a Field Binder of Aladar.”

      “He was?”

      “Yes.”

      Tommy stood across from her with his hands in his pockets, nodding slowly as he pondered that. “So, men can be Field Binders too,” he mumbled as if speaking to himself. “Interesting...”

      “I did offer to teach you this very morning, did I not?” Desa offered. “One would think you might infer from my offer that men can be Field Binders.”

      “Yes...I suppose you did.”

      “Tommy...” Sebastian muttered in a dangerous voice.

      Desa ignored him, checking the water instead. It was beginning to bubble. A minute or two at a good boil should be enough to deal with any pathogens. “Of course, men can be Field Binders,” she said. “The man who taught me was one of our best.”

      “So, men live in Aladar.”

      Tilting her head back with a grin, Desa rolled her eyes. “Yes, Tommy,” she replied. “One hundred and seven women founded the colony, but they had been on their own less than five years before the Wrath Wars came to Eradia.”

      “And that brought men?”

      “Men bring war, and war brings men,” Desa muttered. “A vicious cycle if ever there was one.”

      Tommy looked crestfallen, standing with his shoulders slumped, his eyes fixed on the muck beneath his feet. Like a sad little puppy dog. Normally, she would leave him to sulk, but Desa actually felt pity for the lad. True, she had saved him, but she was also the one responsible for dragging him out of his home. “Don't mind me, Tommy,” she said. “My eyes have seen too much in thirty short years.”

      He seemed to accept that.

      Tossing the lad a coin, she watched as Tommy stumbled backward to catch it. “Run your finger along the edge clockwise,” she said. “The coin will emit heat. You can use it to stay warm tonight.”

      “And if I want it to stop emitting heat?”

      “Run your finger along the edge anticlockwise.” She gave another coin to Sebastian and suffered his sigh of disapproval. When she Infused an object with a connection to the Ether, she could decide how that connection was accessed.

      A Simple Infusion would tie the coins to Desa herself, allowing her to “trigger” and “kill” each one with a thought. However, if she wanted a Heat-Source that anybody could use, tweaking the shape of the lattice would provide a physical mechanism to activate and deactivate the coins. “Sebastian,” she said. “You'll find some bread, salted meat and a tin of tea leaves among the supplies. Please fetch them for me. My cups as well. I only have two. You boys will have to share. We should eat something and then get some sleep.”
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