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This book is dedicated to the memory of Thomas Norfleet, who swung a mean putter.

Tom, you are greatly missed and fondly remembered.

Semper optimi citius nos relinquunt
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ONE

The Magisterium, in its eagerness to see me gone, dug deep into its coffers and paid for an express ticket out of Boston. Five days later, by the time I reached St. Joseph, Missouri—as far west as the railroad could take me—their pointless extravagance had become a source of faint and bitter amusement. After a long day’s wagon ride from St. Joseph to Atchison, Kansas, I handed over seventy-five dollars, the last of the Magisterium’s largesse, in exchange for a stagecoach ticket to Denver City. I boarded, believing I was already as exhausted as it was possible for a body to be.

The ensuing week taught me better. Seven juddering, jouncing days, never stopping for longer than it took to change out the horses. Seven days wearing the same clothes, growing dirtier by the hour thanks to the inescapable dust. Seven days gnawing on meat dried so hard it was like chewing rope and drinking water drawn from streams and huddling beneath the hairy, stinking buffalo-hide blankets the driver handed out against the chill October nights. Seven days sitting with my knees drawn toward my chest so there was room for my luggage beneath my feet. Seven days of catching what sleep I could manage sitting up between my fellow passengers as the coach bucked and swayed along the rutted trail beneath a waxing prairie moon.

I wondered darkly if the Magisterium had weighed the misery of the journey when determining my sentence.

“There’s a witch out in the Colorado Territory,” Marthe had told me when she emerged from the conclave. “Josiah Merritt. You’re going out to him.”

I let out a groan. “Another apprenticeship? No one else has had to do so many. I don’t see why I should—” I caught a glimpse of Marthe’s face, and the protest died on my lips.

“It’s not an apprenticeship,” my guardian said, looking a decade older than she had a few hours earlier. “You’re to be bound.”

“Bound?” I repeated, so appalled I could hardly choke out the word. “For how long?”

“Until we decide to unbind you,” she said, a hint of steel coming into her voice.

“We? You agreed to this? What about Thomas? And Lisbeth? What’s going to happen to them?”

“They aren’t your concern anymore,” Marthe snapped. “Joya, do you even understand what you’ve done? Did you think there would be no consequences? You’ve been warned before. You knew better, but still you—” She cut herself off with a visible effort, then closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they were full of tears. “Child, you don’t know how hard I had to fight to get you this much. It’s a chance for tempers to cool and memories to fade. It could have been so much worse.” She reached for my unwilling hands and clasped them in her own. “This is a gift.”

It didn’t feel like a gift. My life as I knew it was over, had been over from the moment I decided to go to the Magisterium with what I’d discovered. My freedom was gone. My position was gone. Worst of all, my magic was gone—or it might as well have been. The silver chain the Magistra sealed around my wrist before I left looked like an unassuming little bauble, but a sharp-eyed observer might notice it had no clasp. If I removed it, I would be declared anathema. I’d heard the whispered stories about what happened to such witches. Hanging would be a relative mercy.

I tried to find a way around the binding. Of course I did. It was the first thing I did after the train left Boston. I closed myself in the ladies’ lavatory and attempted half a dozen spells. None worked. Each time I tried to draw on my power, the chain grew hot. By the time I gave up and went back to my seat, the skin around my wrist was red and tender, and my chest was tight with a fluttering feeling I managed to identify as suppressed panic. Using my magic had always been like drinking from an endless well. Now it was like trying to slake my thirst by catching raindrops on my tongue.

A dozen times a day I forgot myself and reached for my power. To cast a warmth charm. To sweeten the air in the coach. To help myself sleep. To stop someone’s snoring. To urge the horses to run faster. Nothing obvious enough to disturb the other passengers, all of whom were Mundanes. But the sort of thing I had done hundreds—maybe thousands—of times over the years since I’d come into my power. Each time, there was nothing there, and the band around my wrist went hot with warning.

The constant reminders of what I’d lost—of what was being withheld from me, still there, but always out of reach—were a goad and a torment. I’d heard of bound witches going mad, and during the endless days of travel, I wondered if I might become one of them.

When the stage driver bellowed word of our arrival into Eagle’s Nest Station, I lifted the canvas flap covering the window and peered out, hoping it at least had an actual privy. I’d passed up the chance to squat behind a bush at our last stop, but there was no way I could last another fifteen miles to the next one.

I was in luck. Eagle’s Nest Station consisted of a large barn and a small cabin with a discreet wooden structure behind it. Twenty minutes later, I was waiting to reboard the stage when the sound of approaching riders sent a flutter of concern through the huddle of passengers. The McGills, a Methodist minister and his pigeon-breasted wife, who were horrified that I was traveling alone and had taken it on themselves to guard my virtue, stepped up to flank me on either side. The driver and guard exchanged a tense look, the latter tightening his grip on his rifle. We’d been fortunate on this run, or so I’d heard them say to one another: no bad weather, no broken axles, no sign of Indians along the route.

The driver climbed onto the seat and peered south, shading his eyes against the noontime glare. “Looks like Garvey and Doyle,” he said after a moment.

The guard relaxed and glanced at us. “Colorado Rangers,” he said. “ ’S all right.”

I edged away from the McGills, trying not to do so too obviously. They were cloying—not to mention years too late with regard to my virtue—but I avoid alienating members of the clergy whenever possible. I don’t think the Methodists ever burned any witches, but there’s no point in taking chances.

A moment later, three riders cantered into the yard and reined to a stop.

“Afternoon, boys,” the man in the lead said, raising a hand to the driver and guard. “I’m damned glad to see you.”

“Looks like you caught something this trip,” the guard said, his eyes on the man atop the trailing horse.

I followed his gaze and straightened. The rearmost man was slumped in the saddle, his ragged hair hanging over his face. He was coatless, with a blanket draped around him. His hands were manacled, and he had no stirrups or reins. His horse wore a lead rope tied to the saddle horn of the man in front of him.

“Sure enough did,” the first rider replied.

“Where are you headed with him?”

“Fort Halleck, but we’re not kitted out to take him all the way there ourselves. I was hoping to put him and Garvey on the stage with you and then head back to Denver City.”

The stage driver shook his head. “I don’t have room for two more. Could maybe squeeze in one extra, but we’re not taking custody of him.”

The man—Doyle, if the other was Garvey—grimaced. “I’ve been out two weeks already. He was harder to find than we expected.”

The driver shrugged. “Can’t help you unless you can talk at least one of them into giving up their seat.” He waved in our direction.

All around me, passengers straightened and shuffled their feet. The stage ran every ten hours, so in theory any of us could agree to stay behind and wait for the next one. But I’d been warned that seats were in such demand that you could wait days for an opening. The others must have gotten the same advice, because not a one of them had taken the chance during the week we’d been traveling, even at the stations that offered decent meals or real beds.

Doyle’s dour expression as he turned to survey us said he had no expectation of success. “Any of you headed to Denver City?”

A few of us raised our hands. His gaze skipped over me in my fashionable traveling dress and neat kid boots to rest on a pair of rangy-looking brothers whose names I hadn’t bothered to learn. “What about you two?”

A wordless conversation passed between the siblings. “We’ll ride the rest of the way with you,” one of them said with a tobacco-stained grin. “For the cost of our stage tickets.”

“I don’t have that kind of money and wouldn’t pay you that much even if I did,” Doyle said, sitting back in his saddle. “At most you’re two days out of Denver City.”

He spoke as if two more days were nothing much, but the words landed in my gut like a lead weight.

“That’s our price,” the other brother said.

I had deliberately avoided thinking about how much farther we had to go or calculating exactly how long it would take. The thought of spending another two days trapped in that box with these people was intolerable.

Doyle scowled. “I can’t—”

“I have a split skirt in my bag.” The words were out of my mouth before I knew I was going to say them.

The rest of the company fell silent, staring at me.

“How long will it take?” I went on. “The ride. Is it faster than the stage?”

Mrs. McGill let out a little yip of dismay and clutched at my arm. “Joya, no. You can’t go off alone with him. Why, the very idea.”

Doyle ignored her. His expression was guarded. “Faster? Probably not much. But it’s more direct. If you’re a good rider, we could make the Jensen place tonight and Denver City by late tomorrow.”

“What about Josiah Merritt’s place?” I asked. “How far is that?”

He looked surprised. “Merritt? That’s between the Jensens and Denver City. A day’s ride from here.”

“So at least a day faster than taking the stage into Denver City and then finding someone to take me to his farm?”

He ran a hand over his unshaven chin before he replied. “I’d say so.”

I reached into the coach for my bags. “Then let’s go.”



Doyle and Garvey took no chances with the prisoner. They left the manacles on as they pulled him off the horse. He let out a pained grunt, and the blanket slipped, revealing a bloodstained bandage wrapped around his shoulder. He shuffled, bent forward like a much older man as they walked him toward the stage, paying no attention to the watching passengers.

At least, paying no attention at first.

As he drew even with me, he stiffened as if startled by something, then lifted his head. His face was flushed with fever, his nose had a scabbed cut over the bridge, and his eyes were ringed with green and yellow patches of healing bruises. They roamed over the passengers, then locked on me with an eerie intensity. He stopped walking and drew a breath, but before he could speak, Garvey jabbed him in the side. It was hardly more than a tap, but the prisoner paled and staggered. His ribs must have been injured in addition to the shoulder wound.

“Keep moving,” Garvey said.

I drew back among the clustered passengers as he continued on toward the stage, not liking his scrutiny.

Unfortunately, I wound up back beside the McGills, who took the opportunity to try to change my mind about leaving their company. I ignored their increasingly lurid warnings about how I was imperiling my immortal soul. By the time I’d climbed onto Garvey’s horse, they had washed their hands of me, and they pointedly averted their eyes as they climbed back into the coach.

“My best to Bonnie and Sam,” the driver called to Doyle as the stage rumbled westward down the trail, Garvey and the luckless prisoner now swaying on its top. Doyle raised a hand in silent response, then clucked to his horse and turned it south, leading the third horse behind him.

I followed. The station dwindled behind us, and sooner than I would have imagined, the two of us were alone on the vast, empty prairie. Very, very alone.

I was used to having my magic to defend myself. But now that wasn’t an option, and I eyed the man in front of me in vague, unaccustomed discomfort, abruptly aware that I might have done a foolish thing.

He rode with the ease of a man used to long hours in the saddle. His broad shoulders were rigid with muscle. He wore a heavy leather duster over stained buckskin pants and a shirt so rimed with dust and sweat I couldn’t tell its original color. Greasy tendrils of black hair trailed from beneath his hat.

But none of that meant anything about his character. He said he’d been out chasing the fugitive for two weeks. Anyone would be dirty living rough for so long. After a week on the stage, I hardly smelled like rose water myself.

As if he felt me watching him, Doyle twisted in the saddle to look at me.

“Did I hear that woman call you Julia?”

“Joya,” I said. “Joya Shaw.”

“Joya,” he repeated. “I’m Langston Doyle. You’re headed to Josiah Merritt’s place?”

“He’s my uncle,” I said, sticking to the story I’d been given before I left.

Doyle frowned. “He’s pretty old to have a niece your age. What are you, twenty?”

“Twenty-three. And he’s my great-uncle,” I added, improvising. “Do you know him well?”

“No,” he said. “Met him a time or two, but that’s all.”

“That’s more than I’ve done,” I said. “He’s lived in the west since before I was born.” I wanted to ask his impression of the man. But it might seem odd. If I were family, surely I’d have heard at least a little about him. I hesitated, but my curiosity got the better of me. “What can you tell me about him?”

“Not much,” Doyle said. “He lives about a half day’s ride outside Denver City. Keeps to himself. Only comes into town once a month or so. He’s got two hired men who live out there with him. Brothers, I think. Mutes, both of them.” Now it was his turn to hesitate. “You’re traveling alone. Where’s the rest of your family?”

As far as I knew, I had no living kin. My parents died when I was six, crushed to death when the shoddy, crumbling tenement we lived in collapsed. I was the building’s only survivor.

Magic usually reveals itself during puberty, but it sometimes flares earlier—usually when there’s a mortal threat involved. The ceiling above my bed cracking and caving in on me was enough to bring mine on. A mention of my miraculous escape in the Boston Journal attracted the Magisterium’s attention. They swooped in and took possession of me before my parents were laid in their paupers’ graves. I’d been Marthe’s ward ever since.

But there was no easy way to explain any of that to Doyle, and I wasn’t inclined to try. “I’m from Boston.”

He read it as the deflection it was and switched topics with admirable smoothness, turning to face the trail again.

“Long trip for you. Any trouble on the way?”

“No. There were Union soldiers on the train through Missouri,” I said, wondering where he fell on the topic of the war.

His voice and posture didn’t change. “That’s good. It’s been ugly there.”

“How about here?”

“There have been some incidents. We have a Unionist governor, but there are rebel sympathizers around, especially out in the mining camps. They’ve formed some militias and tried to do some recruiting, but they haven’t gotten far. Especially after earlier this year.” He glanced back at me again and must have seen the question on my face.

“A rebel force out of Texas came up the Santa Fe Trail in April, hoping to take the goldfields. The Colorado Infantry and a company of Rangers force-marched four hundred miles from Denver. We caught them at Glorieta Pass. Burned a bunch of their supply wagons and pretty well broke them. There’s no more sign of any organized campaign.”

There was pride in his voice. When he said “we,” he wasn’t merely referring to his brother Rangers. He’d been there.

“Good,” I said.

He flashed me a surprisingly white, even smile from behind two weeks’ worth of ragged beard. Before he could turn back to the trail, I asked the question that had been in the back of my mind since we left.

“Who was that man? The prisoner.”

Doyle’s face darkened. “His name is Marcus Broaderick.”

“What did he do?”

“Kidnapped a woman. From a bro—” He cut himself off, clearly not willing to say the word brothel in front of me, then tried cover it with a cough. “Sheriff and his boys went after them. Broaderick got away, although he took a beating doing it.” Doyle’s face was grim, and my stomach knotted.

“What happened to the woman?”

He hesitated. “Broaderick set the house they were in afire. Left her tied up inside. They didn’t get to her in time.”

I tried not to imagine it, but I couldn’t help myself.

My horror must have shown on my face, because he drew up on the reins. “Are you all right? There’s water in my canteen, if you need it.”

I straightened. “I’ve done some nursing. I’m not squeamish. Isn’t there a jail in Denver City? Why were you taking him all the way to Fort Halleck?”

Doyle seemed to decide I wasn’t going to faint. “Politics,” he said in a tone of distaste. “The sheriff is new, and he doesn’t much like the Rangers.”

I’d spent years watching the members of the Magisterium wage vicious—and often supremely petty—battles over turf and influence, so I nodded my understanding and let the conversation lapse.

We rode for a time in silence while I thought. It didn’t seem remarkable that a man like Broaderick might take the opportunity to stare at a woman. I thought of the way his eyes had looked once they fastened on me. I was just as glad he was on his way to Fort Halleck in chains.

I shook off the last of my unease and began paying more attention to our surroundings.

The day was brisk but sunny, the sky overhead an endless blue vastness like nothing I’d ever seen back east. As we plodded along, I breathed in the scent of dry vegetation and distant pines. It was beautiful country, a fact I’d been unable to fully appreciate while crammed into the stagecoach box.

There was no trail to speak of. The grass was thick and brown, beaten down by sun and wind into twisted humps of turf. Our passage set ground squirrels and long-eared jackrabbits to running, and after a while we had a number of enormous birds—golden eagles, Doyle told me when I asked—wheeling on air currents above us. Every so often one would fold its wings and dive, faster than a raindrop could fall, to snatch the prey we’d flushed for them. One took a rabbit so near me that I felt the wind of its downward rush and caught a glimpse of sharp black talons as long as my fingers.

We reached the edge of the Jensens’ claim, where Doyle said we would spend the night, just as the sun touched the top of the mountains, and by the time we crested the rise overlooking the homestead itself, the light was fading. It was a tidy-looking place, with a squat, square cabin and a lofted barn.

A pair of shaggy oxen in a split log corral raised their heads and bawled at us as we made our way down the slope. The noise split the still air, and a flock of birds exploded from the hayloft, wheeling away in a clatter of wings and making my horse start. I quieted it and looked around the yard. A pair of quilts hung limp on a line, their bright patchwork muted by the deepening shadows. The kitchen garden, already lying fallow for the winter, was a dark rectangle of earth cut from the pale grass of the yard. There was no smoke coming from the chimney, no lamplight from the windows.

Doyle reined in his own mount, frowning, and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello, the house!”

As his voice died away, a cow lowed from inside the barn. The forlorn sound raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

We rode forward, slowly, and my chest went tight as the details of the cabin came into focus.

The front door stood ajar.

“Doyle—”

“I see it.” He raised his voice as he swung down from his horse. “Harp? Becca? You there?”

When no response came, he handed me the reins. “Stay here.” Doyle strode to the door, pushed it open, and had one foot over the threshold when he froze. There was a half second during which his expression was that of a man who couldn’t put together what he was seeing. Then he reeled backward with a muffled curse, his face stricken and his hand fumbling for his gun.
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TWO

I reached for my power, then hissed in pain as the silver cuff seared my wrist.

Doyle didn’t notice as he spun to face the yard, his weapon drawn. His eyes were sharp, and the big revolver’s barrel was steady as he swept the area from one end to the other. After a long moment, he drew in a deep breath and lowered the gun. His shoulders dropped, and he rubbed his free hand across his mouth and chin.

I dismounted and half stumbled toward him, my legs gone wobbly. “What’s happened?” I tried to go around him, but before I got close enough to see anything, he reached behind him and yanked the cabin door closed. I jerked to a stop and stared, waiting for him to say something.

When he spoke, his voice was grim, and he didn’t look at me. “It’s too late to go on tonight. And we can’t—” He cut himself off. “We’ll have to stay in the barn. Can you water the horses?” He nodded in the direction of the corral. There was a well and trough beside it. “I’ll be along in a few minutes.”

Without waiting for me to answer, he took a breath, as if steeling himself, then opened the cabin door just wide enough to slide inside, blocking my view with his body and closing it again behind him.

I stared at the door, vaguely offended but too weary to press the matter. As my heart resettled into its normal rhythm, I led the horses to the dry trough and began turning the well crank. The oxen met us, so large up close that I backed away in concern. But they seemed friendly enough, pushing their enormous, shaggy heads into the trough with a degree of eagerness that said they’d been untended for a while.

I drew what felt like endless buckets of water, wondering what Doyle was looking for in the cabin. The Jensens must be dead. And they must not have died peacefully—fever or flux didn’t make a seasoned lawman look like that. Or draw his gun.

There were stories of men who’d gone mad and slaughtered their families when the farm failed or the isolation became too much to bear. Maybe Harp Jensen was one of those.

Maybe there’d been an Indian attack, though something about that didn’t feel right. The newspapers said most of the Indians had moved to the new reservation the government had given them in the south of the territory. And they would have burned the place, wouldn’t they? Or it could have been the rebels. Doyle had said there were militias. But they would have taken the animals, surely, and here the oxen were.

As if to emphasize the point, the cow mooed again from inside the barn.

The barn. My mouth went dry. Doyle hadn’t checked it. There could be someone—any number of someones—hiding inside. I dropped the bucket, then fell on my rump as I jumped out of the way of the frigid water while trying not to take my eyes off the barn door.

I was on the verge of shouting for Doyle when I registered that the wooden latch was closed. If there was anyone in there, they were trapped. I let out a breath and pushed myself to my feet, my face hot with embarrassment. At least no one but the oxen had seen me behaving like a ninny.

The cow made another plaintive noise, and I made myself walk toward the door. I flipped up the latch and pushed it open. Harp Jensen had kept the hinges well-oiled, and it swung wide without a sound.

The last bit of lingering daylight was all but gone, and the barn’s interior was cave-dark. It smelled of hay and animals. On a shelf inside the door, I made out a battered lard-oil lamp with a box of matches beside it. I lit the wick, my hands still a little shaky. The flame danced as I peered into the shadows.

A pen to my right held a pair of baby goats, who bleated and tumbled over one another, wagging their tails as I approached. I bent to rub their heads, and they latched onto my fingers with their rough little mouths, suckling with frustrated intensity. The cow lowed again, and I turned toward the sound, wiping my wet hand on my skirt.

She pushed her pretty red head over the door of her stall as I approached, and I scratched her between the ears. She mooed at me again and looked at me with pleading brown eyes. “Are you hungry?” I asked. “Is that what’s the matter?”

“She needs milking,” Doyle said from behind me, and I sucked in a breath and almost dropped the lamp.

“Don’t do that,” I said sharply as my heart pounded in my ears. “I could’ve set the whole place on fire.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” He had the quilts from the clothesline draped over one arm. “I don’t suppose you know how? To milk a cow, I mean?”

“No.” I knew horses. I’d served an apprenticeship with one of the Magisterium’s breeders. But he hadn’t kept cows.

“I’ll take care of it.” He handed me the quilts. “I have a bedroll, but these should do for you, if you don’t mind making up a pallet. There’s plenty of fresh straw.”

I stood with the quilts clutched to my chest as he lifted a tin pail from a hook beside the stall and opened the door. He seated himself on the low stool beside the stall partition, put the bucket beneath the cow’s teats, and began sending sharp streams of milk into the pail. A trio of barn cats appeared almost at once, meowing and stropping themselves against his calves.

“Little beggars,” Doyle said. “Ought to be out catching your dinner.” He reached for a cracked saucer I hadn’t noticed before and tipped in some milk. He set it among the cats, and all three crouched onto their haunches and began lapping away.

I waited for him to say something about the scene in the house, but he only went on milking, the steady hiss hiss the only sound in the barn.

I ran out of patience. “What happened to the Jensens?”

He didn’t raise his head. “They’re dead.”

I couldn’t suppress an exasperated huff. “I gathered that much. How did they die? Is it safe for us to stay here?”

There was a long pause before he replied. “It’s safer to stay here than to travel in the dark. We’ll be fine.” His tone said he expected me to be content with that answer.

One of the cats, an enormous gray beast with tufted ears and an absurdly fluffy tail, stretched and yawned before venturing over to sniff first the hem of my dress and then my outstretched hand. He let me scratch him behind the ears and rewarded me with a purr that sounded like a saw rasping through wood. When he’d had enough, he sauntered away, and I broke apart a bundle of straw and made my mattress for the night.

I waited until Doyle came out of the stall with the full pail to ask my next question. “Shouldn’t we bury them?”

He hesitated, then shook his head. “I’ll borrow Josiah’s hired men and come back tomorrow to do it. But there is another job you could do while I see to the rest of the animals, if you’re willing.” He held up the pail. “I suspect Becca was bottle-feeding those kids. The bottles and such are probably here somewhere.”

He meant it as a distraction—men always think having a small, helpless creature to fuss over will occupy a woman’s mind—but I went along with it. He wasn’t going to tell me anything anyway. The bottles were easy enough to find, once I knew to look, and the kids clambered over one another in their eagerness to fill their bellies. They fell asleep in my lap when they were done, and I couldn’t deny that their warm, heavy presence was pleasant.

Doyle brought a bucket of water with him when he returned. “I thought you might like to wash. I’ll step back outside,” he added.

A cold bucket bath wasn’t nearly enough to wash away the travel grime. I would have given anything for enough magic to heat the water and a clean shift to change into, but it was better than nothing. I called to Doyle when I was finished, and he came back into the barn. His hands and face were cleaner, and his hair was damp. Clearly he’d done his own wash outside.

We ate trail bread and cheese from one of the saddlebags, then bedded down a polite distance from one another, Doyle casually placing himself between me and the barn door.

He doused the lamp, and I began counting. I wondered if he meant to keep watch. But he’d been two weeks on the trail of that fugitive, and by the time I reached five hundred, his breathing was slow and even. I counted five hundred again, then, watching the lump of him beneath his blanket for any sign of waking, I eased from my own bed. I took the lamp and matches with me and padded in my stockinged feet to the barn door. It swung open, and the gray cat slipped out behind me on noiseless paws and disappeared into the night. A moment later there was a rustle of grass, then the squeak of a small animal, abruptly cut off.

The moon was near full, turning the hummocks and hollows of the yard into a watercolor of gray and grayer shadows. The ground was cold beneath my feet as I walked the thirty yards to the cabin, but the goosebumps on my skin were only partly due to the temperature. I both wanted and didn’t want to see whatever it was Doyle was trying so hard to hide from me.

There was no lock on the cabin door, or even a proper knob, only a wooden handle. I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The copper smell of blood and worse hung heavy in the air. Even before I lit the lamp, it was clear I was in the presence of violent death.

The flare of the match was enough to confirm it.

Blood painted the interior of the cabin in great stripes and splashes. There was a dried pool of it an inch from the toe of my stocking. Along with a man’s work boot—Harp Jensen’s, with his foot still inside—beside it. I got a good view of the sharp stub of his ankle bone poking from the top before I wrenched my gaze elsewhere. It landed on Becca Jensen’s head, which lay on the floor by the bedstead, several feet from her torso. Her sightless eyes were pointed in my direction, her mouth open as if she were still screaming.

I was dimly aware that I was panting, making a tiny noise that wanted to be a scream with each exhalation. Everywhere I looked there was some fresh horror. I screwed my eyes closed.

That was the only reason I felt it. The tiny itch against my skin I would have recognized at once—probably as soon as I’d gotten near the cabin—if it hadn’t been for the dampening effect of the binding on my wrist.

Magic.

Whoever had done this had been brimful of it. And they’d left a remnant behind.

All magic does that. It leaves traces of itself, like a woman wearing heavy perfume. Those traces can tell you what sorts of spells were worked and even who worked them, if you’re skilled enough to read them. There were witches who specialized in doing just that. They’d always made me nervous, since their usual job was to investigate magical malfeasance and testify at tribunals, but now I wished one of them were here. Or all of them. They could handle this abomination, this offense against every pure thing. They could give these poor people justice, and I could walk away and try my hardest to forget I’d ever seen any of it.

I was on the edge of doing precisely that, and justice be damned, when a thought struck me, unwelcome as a slap. As far as I knew, there was only one other witch within five hundred miles. One other person who might be capable of wielding the kind of magic it would take to rip two people apart.

And I was on my way to live with him.

If Josiah Merritt had done this, I needed to know it. I needed to feel the magic that had been used here so I could compare it to his when I met him. If he’d killed these people, I couldn’t stay there, no matter what the Magisterium said.

I swallowed hard and opened my eyes enough to locate Harp’s boot at my feet, then bent before I could think better of it and put my hand flush against the leather, hoping that would be enough. But magic clings where it has been focused. The magic used in the cabin hadn’t been directed against the couple’s possessions—it had been aimed at them, at their bodies, their very beings. That was where the residue would be.

I was not going to wrestle Harp’s mangled foot from its boot—stars help me, I was not. I gulped and cast a desperate look around the scene, trying to find what I needed without absorbing any more of the details. There was a hand—it had to be Becca’s—lying on a bench to my right. My stomach lurched, and I damned the Magisterium. This was their fault. I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for them and their blind, stupid dogmatism. I wouldn’t be in this cabin with these butchered corpses, knowing I had no choice but to do this if I wanted to be certain I wasn’t riding toward a monster.

I ground my teeth and reached out, telling myself it was a wax model of a hand, not real, not part of a murdered woman who had used it to piece quilts and knead bread and feed baby goats.

I put my living hand on Becca Jensen’s dead one and felt the magic that had killed her.

It swelled through me, thick enough to taste, foul and malevolent, cloying as rot. I gagged and stumbled outside, only barely making it through the door before my stomach emptied itself beside the threshold. I heaved until it felt as though I would spatter my insides onto the ground, unable to control the spasms until the feeling of that magic began to fade, leaving only an ugly echo. I stood, dizzy, my body still wracked with shudders.

A hand, hard and alive and angry, came down on my shoulder.

I screamed.

I couldn’t help it. The lamp fell from my hand and set a tuft of dry grass aflame. Doyle—obviously it was Doyle who had grabbed me—let go, swearing, and stamped out the fire.

“What were you thinking?” he said when it was out, looming over me in the moonlight. “I told you not to go in there.”

“I wanted to know,” I said, my throat aching and my voice hoarse.

“Why?” There was a mixture of exasperation and bemusement in his voice.

There was no explanation I could give him that he would understand, so I said nothing. I stepped past him and walked back to the barn on numb legs, aware of his aggravated presence at my back the whole way.

“I need you to keep quiet about what you saw in there,” he said when I was back on my bed of straw. “It’s my job to catch whoever did that, and if wild stories start flying around it will only make it harder.”

“I won’t say anything,” I said, meaning it.

There was no point. He would never catch the culprit. I’d known it as soon as I touched Becca’s hand and felt the power clinging to it.

There are a great many kinds of magic in this world. The Africans have their own ways of casting spells, as do the Indians and the Arabs and the Chinese. There’s one thing they all have in common, though: they draw on a reservoir of power fed by the natural world. It’s all the same power, shaped differently.

What I’d felt on Becca Jensen’s hand was something else altogether. Something not of this world. Something wholly, indisputably evil. Infernal was the only word I could find that fit. There was no way to prove it, but I was as certain as I could be without having ever felt the like before.

The Jensens had been slain by a demon.
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THREE

I lay awake well into the night, trying to remember everything I’d ever heard about demons and their magic. It wasn’t much. The Magisterium had ironclad rules against meddling with demons, and I’d never heard of anyone being fool enough to do it.

Most of the reports were centuries old and came from terrified apprentices who had last heard their masters screaming from behind locked doors. The witches involved, once someone ginned up enough nerve to break into their chambers, were always dead. Or, more unsettlingly, simply gone, never to be heard from again.

Demons were beings separate and apart from our world. They could not cross over unless invited, and then only at night—sunrise banished them back to their own realm. Their powers differed, but their goals were always malign. The lore said they could be bargained with and were bound to keep their word, but who knew if that was true?

Perhaps one of the Jensens had summoned a demon and lost control of it. I chewed my lip in the dark, wondering if Mundanes could even do such a thing. If they couldn’t have done it, did that implicate Josiah Merritt? And if so, why would he do it?

I slept, finally, but it wasn’t restful. An old nightmare came for me. I was trapped beneath the rubble of the tenement where I’d lived with my parents, but my magic did not save me. I was being crushed to death by heavy wooden beams. Dirt and powdered plaster choked me. Fire crackled nearby, heating the air in the pocket where I lay until it felt as though it would sear my lungs with my next breath.

Every facet of the nightmare was familiar, except this time, I was not alone. A malevolent, unseen presence was in the tiny space with me. I knew, with the iron assurance of dreams, it was a demon.

I woke when Doyle pushed open the barn door and the morning sun hit me full in the face. I rolled away from the glare and rubbed at my eyes, my head full of sand. I was still on my pallet when Doyle emerged from the cow’s stall with a full bucket. He set it beside me. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” I said without looking at him.

“We need to get going soon,” he said. “I’d like to get you to your uncle and be back here with enough time to take care of Harp and Becca before dark.”

I nodded and sat up, then reached for my boots. I shoved my feet into them and worked the laces with clumsy fingers, then fed the kids while Doyle tended the horses. He talked to them as he worked, the sound of the currycomb against their hides drowning out the actual words but not his low, soothing tone.

I sat beside the goat pen after the kids were finished eating, watching them hop around their enclosure and butt their heads against one another, letting their antics drive the last bits of the dream away as I chewed my own breakfast—another slab of dry bread from the saddlebags.

Doyle approached. “You should take them on to Josiah’s with you,” he said, nodding at the kids. “And probably the cow, too. I don’t know if he keeps one.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Someone has to look after them. I can sort out the rest of the livestock, but I don’t have time to be bottle-feeding goats. Once I figure out who Harp and Becca’s heirs are, you can either turn them over or buy them.”

“All right,” I said, rising. I don’t know why it cheered me, but it did.

We finished packing and led the horses outside. Doyle tied the kids’ legs together and draped them over the pommel of his saddle before mounting. Their plaintive cries trailed off as we rode out, the cow on a long lead rope behind my horse.

I glanced back at the homestead when we reached the top of the rise. The cabin sat in its little valley, bucolic in the morning sunlight. The mountains were vividly bright in the distance, the highest peaks already capped with snow. It looked like so unlikely a location for a demon attack that for a moment I doubted my certainty of the previous night. I’d never felt demon magic before. As far as I knew, I didn’t even know anyone who had. How could I be so sure? Couldn’t I have misread a mortal killing spell—a particularly nasty one, yes—for something demonic?

But even as I tried to convince myself, my gut cramped with the memory of what I’d felt when I touched Becca Jensen’s hand. I wasn’t wrong. But I didn’t have any idea what to do about it.

The farm fell away behind us, but with our added burden, our progress was slower than the day before. We didn’t talk, both of us seemingly lost in our own thoughts.

The eagles found us again, and again they took full advantage. Today they struck me as brutal instead of majestic, with their swift dives and hard, merciless eyes. Dozens of tiny creatures died in our wake, frightened by the false danger of our passage into revealing themselves to the real one circling above. I was half sick with it by the time we stopped to let the animals drink from a creek.

“Who do you think killed them?” I asked, breaking the silence for the first time in hours. Doyle wouldn’t be able to solve the murders, but where he thought he ought to be looking might tell me something useful.

The Ranger turned from surveying the opposite bank and lifted an eyebrow.

I tried not to squirm beneath his gaze. “Someone has to pay for that… that atrocity,” I said.

“I agree.” His voice was even. “And I’m going to do my level best to make them. I’m sorry you saw it.”

“I’m not,” I said.

His expression was dubious, and I willed myself not to flush. It wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t wholly true. Stars knew, part of me—maybe even the greater part—wished I’d never gone into the cabin, never seen the bodies or smelled the blood or recognized what it meant. It would have been simpler that way.

But it wasn’t who I was. Giraud, the healer to whom I’d been apprenticed for a time, once said of me that if I’d been in the Garden of Eden the snake would have had an easy job of it—that I would have eaten the apple as soon as it was offered and asked for another.

“I tried to spare you,” Doyle said. “Why did you go in?”

“Because you didn’t want me to,” I said, aware that he might take my answer for nothing more than stubbornness.

It wasn’t, but there was no way to make him understand. The world I came from was not the same as his. The capacity for magical power, to say nothing of one’s skill in wielding it, had nothing to do with sex. The current head of the council had been elected near unanimously. Some of the members didn’t like her, but no one doubted her skill or acumen.

I was accustomed to being treated as an equal—or at least to not being condescended to because I was a woman. The restrictions Mundanes placed on their women, so poorly disguised as chivalry, had never applied to me before, and already I found them burdensome and insulting. I was not a Mundane woman, despite the loss of my magic. Even bound and banished, I was still a witch. I’d had too much taken from me to willingly give away anything else.

I risked a glance up at him, not sure what I expected to see on his face. Dismissal or disgust, probably. Instead, there was sharp interest. A corner of his mouth quirked.

“I’ve known a few people like that in my time,” he said. “Headstrong. Being told not to do something makes them need to do it.”

I made a noise that might have been a laugh, if it hadn’t been so bitter. “If you only knew. It’s part of why I’m out here. I got into some trouble back home, and—”

Doyle’s glance at my midsection was a swift, reflexive thing, and the absurdity of it startled a real laugh from me. His eyes flew up to meet mine.

“Not that kind of trouble,” I said with a wry look, and I swear he blushed beneath his beard.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve insulted you.”

I was hardly offended, and I would have waved off the apology, but if he felt as though he owed me something, he would be more likely to tell me what I wanted to know. “I’ll forgive you if you tell me who you think would have wanted to kill the Jensens.”

He hesitated, and that was an insult.

“I’m not going to tell anyone what I saw,” I snapped. “I already promised I wouldn’t.”

“I believed you the first time,” Doyle said with a conciliatory look. He sighed and capitulated. “Harp Jensen was a Union man. The way I hear it, he got into a bit of a discussion with some rebels last time he was in town. Got a bit heated. I’m going to start by asking some questions about that.”

I wanted to ask him how he thought Confederate sympathizers would have made it look as though wild animals had torn the Jensens apart, but before I could decide how to broach the subject, something rustled in the brush behind us. I turned, tensing, and Doyle put a hand on the butt of his gun.

The dense, dry branches of a low bush shuddered, and the gray cat from the Jensens’ farm shouldered his way through. He stopped short when he saw us, lashing his tail, then bent to lap from the creek. When he’d finished, he crouched and leapt onto the bundle tied to the packhorse. He stalked across the canvas, then stretched, kneading the coarse fabric with his claws before rolling onto his side and regarding us with an air of entitlement.

Doyle moved as if to shoo him away, but I stopped him with a hand on his forearm.

“If you chase him off, he might end up as eagle food,” I said. Truly, I was surprised he hadn’t already. He was big, but not nearly big enough to be a match for one of the enormous birds.

The Ranger shook his head and let out a rueful chuckle. “Quite the menagerie you’re bringing your uncle. We ought to get going again. We’re not more than about two hours out.” He remounted and guided his horse out into the creek, pulling the packhorse—with its new passenger—behind him.

There’d been so many stages to the journey, and each had been so difficult in its own way, that I’d had little time or inclination to worry about what lay at its ultimate end. Even as I had traveled toward it, it had felt so far away. But now there was nothing left between me and my final destination. There was nothing left to distract me from the hard fact that I didn’t know what was waiting for me.

The Magisterium had sent me out here, so Josiah Merritt didn’t have any choice about taking me in, no more than I’d had in coming. At least, that was supposed to be how it worked. In reality… Well, I was a long way from home. I knew next to nothing about the man. And that was before I’d had reason to worry he might be the sort who had dealings with demons.

It was early afternoon when Doyle announced that we’d reached Josiah Merritt’s land. Ten minutes later, we came around a stand of pines and into sight of the homestead itself. Another step, and a flare of magic sizzled over my skin. I sucked in a startled breath. There was a ward on the property. A good one.

I wasn’t the only one who felt it. The horses shuddered as if shaking off flies as it touched them. The cat sat up and sneezed twice, and the kids bleated. The cow, on her long lead rope, let out a low moo as she passed through it a few steps behind the rest of us.

Doyle alone appeared unaffected.

He frowned at the rough log cabin and barn, both chinked with white clay. I could tell from the way his hand rested on his thigh, in quick reaching distance from his gun, that he was wondering if we were about to stumble across another horror such as we’d seen at the Jensen place.

I could have told him we weren’t. A ward like the one we’d just encountered was tied to the witch who set it. It was live; therefore, so was Josiah Merritt.

I’d barely completed the thought before the cabin door opened and an old man stepped out. Even from a distance, the scowl on his face was visible. So was the shotgun in his hand. He turned his head slightly in the direction of the barn, keeping his eyes on us, and let out a sharp whistle. A moment later, two dark-haired men emerged. The mute hired men.

Doyle didn’t relax as he reined in his horse. “Mr. Merritt,” he called. “I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Langston Doyle with the Colorado Rangers.”

“I remember you, Ranger,” the old man said. He wasn’t exactly pointing the gun at us, but something about the way he held it said it wouldn’t take much. “Who’s that you’ve got with you?”

“I’ve brought your niece to you,” Doyle said.

Merritt’s eyes flicked to me.

“It’s me, Great-Uncle Josiah,” I said before he could say anything. “Joya. I’m Alyse Young’s granddaughter.”

Only other witches ever recognize the name of the first woman hanged for witchcraft on American soil. Poor Alyse died on the gallows in Connecticut, some forty years before the hysteria in Salem. Claiming kinship with her makes for an effective code phrase.

Josiah Merritt understood it. His face went even more dour, and there was a long pause before he spoke. “Well, you’d best come on, then.”

We urged the horses into the yard and reined to a stop.

Josiah gestured, just the flick of a finger, and the hired men came forward in eerie unison. Brothers, Doyle had said. I might have thought they were twins if one hadn’t been several inches taller than the other. They moved the same way, had the same dark, shining hair, the same sharp noses and bright, interested gazes. Doyle handed down the goats to the taller man, then leaned over to untie my bags from the packhorse. The cat let out an irritated mrroaw at being disturbed, then leapt to the ground and began to wash, elaborately ignoring us all.

“You come from Boston?” Josiah said to me as I dismounted.

“Yes.”

“Don’t suppose you hauled that cat and them goats all that way?”

“From the Jensens’ place,” said Doyle, still atop his horse.

I flicked my eyes toward Josiah for any sign of a reaction to the name, but if there was one, I missed it. His face wore the same surly, stonelike expression as before.

“We were there overnight,” Doyle went on as he swung down from the saddle. “Need to talk to you about that. And I need to water the horses.”

“Peter and Paul will see to it,” Josiah said.

I wondered which was which as they led the horses to the trough and began drawing water for them. They cast curious, sideways glances at us as they worked.

I waited for Josiah to invite us into the cabin. Instead, he propped the gun against the wall and lowered himself to a rough bench beside the door, looking up at Doyle expectantly.

“I could use a drink after our ride,” Doyle said in a pointed tone. “And I’m sure your niece could as well.”

Josiah heaved a sigh. “Paul,” he called, and the shorter hired man looked over at us.

There was one question answered, at least.

“Bring the bucket and dipper.” Josiah looked back up at Doyle. “Well?”

“The Jensens are dead.”

Josiah looked mildly interested. “Both of’em? What happened?”

“Murder,” Doyle said. “They hadn’t been dead long when we got there. Had to have been in the last day or so.”

I hadn’t been thinking in those terms, but he was right. The blood had barely been dry. If we’d gotten there earlier, we might have walked right into the middle of it. I couldn’t suppress a shudder, and Josiah glanced at me.

Doyle evidently read it as concern. “I didn’t let her see anything,” he said quickly.

I almost laughed and bit the inside of my cheek to stop it. There was a lie hidden in a truth if ever I had heard one. He hadn’t let me, but I had seen it.

Josiah didn’t notice. “Indians?” he asked, frowning. “Haven’t heard of any trouble lately.”

“I couldn’t say,” Doyle replied. He gave me a significant glance, clearly intending to remind me that I couldn’t, either. “I’d appreciate you keeping an ear out,” he went on in a bland tone. “Passing along anything you hear.”

“I won’t,” the old man replied. “Hear anything,” he clarified at Doyle’s startled look. “Don’t get a lot of visitors. Don’t go to town that often. Not likely to be able to help.”

Doyle accepted the pronouncement with a thinning of his lips. “Well, you should keep a sharp eye out anyway. And keep your gun handy.”

“Always do.”

The men eyed one another.

“I need to bury the bodies,” Doyle said after a pause. “I’d appreciate the use of your hired men. If they go back with me now, we could get it done tomorrow morning. They’d be back here by dark at the latest.”

Josiah didn’t pause. “No.”

“What?” Doyle blinked, clearly taken aback. So was I, for that matter. What kind of man refused such a request?

“Sorry,” Josiah said, not sounding in the least regretful. “Can’t spare them.”

Doyle’s face was a study in suppressed irritation. “Well,” he said in a sour tone, “I’d best be getting on, then. I’ve got a long afternoon ahead of me.”

Josiah stood and started toward the horses without saying anything further to either of us.

Doyle watched his back as he walked away, then glanced at me and lowered his voice. “You’re sure you want to stay here? I can take you on to town if you’d rather.”

I tried not to grimace. I would much rather not have stayed, for a long list of reasons. But this was where the Magisterium had sent me, and they wouldn’t consider “the old man was rude” a good enough excuse for defying them.

“I’ll be fine,” I said without looking at him.

He nodded once, then strode forward to take his horse from Peter.

“Appreciate the hospitality,” he said to Josiah in a dry tone. He mounted, tipped his hat to me, then set off, the other horses in tow. It was silly, but I felt a pang. I barely knew him, but he was the nearest thing to a friend I had for a thousand miles in any direction.
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FOUR

Josiah watched him go, his expression guarded.

“I’m—” I began, but the old man shot me a quelling look.

“Wait.”

I closed my teeth over a reply and tried not to fidget.

His eyes were intent on the Ranger’s back, and he waited until Doyle was around the trees and out of sight before he sighed and turned to me.

There was no hint of welcome in his face. “Who are you, and what do you want?”
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