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Adriel is used to solving problems with earth magic, and with White Feather by her side, they can manipulate two powerful elements.  But magic isn’t the only power in the world, and sometimes it pays to carry a mundane knife.  Or two.  Because not every witch out there plays by the same magical rules.  When one spell cancels another out, she’s left with her wits and her feet.  Can she run fast enough to prevent someone from stealing her birthright?  Or has she relied on magic too long to survive without it?
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Runaway

The desert cat told me about the maybe-not-wicked witch and how her territory was protected by spells and the wind itself.  Wards didn’t care about me.  If I didn’t attack the magic outright or drain it, spells ignored me.  I was nothing but a passing blip, a kind of emptiness as long as I kept carefully to myself.  Worthless, some might say.

Exhaustion warred with hunger and a deep depression as I crossed the ward.  I felt the tingle of the enchantments, but against the cold seeping into the Santa Fe night, the magic was not even a light pressure.  More of a brush of energy that found me unimportant.  The wards were important to me, however.  It meant those hunting me were unlikely to follow me here, which was the point in trespassing through the juniper hills dotted with pines in the first place.  My scent would die at the ward, and the spells would repel all but one of my enemies if the witch was any good.  No one could stop Ryan, but he wouldn’t leave his lair just to track me down himself.  He’d send the same thugs who had already found me.

I shivered hard, wishing for a heavier coat.  The arm of my jean jacket was nearly torn off, but at least the freezing air numbed the jagged cut bleeding from my shoulder.  Any closer and the wolf shifter would have torn off my arm, not my sleeve.  Cloud cover meant temperatures wouldn’t drop much further, but the fluffy billows might also mean snow.  Snow was good insulation, but not until there was enough of it that I’d freeze to death first.  The threat of impending hypothermia was the only reason I stopped to pick the lock on the shed door.  The building was too close to the house.  Wards or no, anyone looking out the window could spot me in the dusk fast falling to night.

My hands were frozen red lumps, and my arm throbbed.  It might be easier to tear the hasp off of the plywood door, but I had all night to pick the lock or die trying.

“That’s easier to open with a key,” the witch said from somewhere behind me.

I swallowed hard and turned to face her, stumbling back into the shed.  The silver at her wrists glowed; the sky blue of turquoise nestled in the center on the outside of one wrist.  Breathing fast and deep, I smelled earth magic, just like the cat had described.  She was strong.  “I’m...sorry.”  I closed my eyes briefly in despair.  If she hit me with magic at least I’d be warm.  “I just need a place to stay for the night.  Out of the cold.”

I watched the silver flow around her like molten metal. “I’ll go.” I pushed off the door.  She might call the cops.  She might not.  I might be able to stay within the border of her protection if she didn’t bother calling in backup.

The witch reached a hand inside her coat pocket and shocked me with her next move.  Her hands worked and twisted for a moment and then she tossed me a key.  “There’s a couple of lawn chairs in there on a peg, a lounger too, I think.  I’ll bring a blanket.”  The molten radiance around her hands ceased swirling, and she pulled a flashlight that was more glow than aim from the side of the backpack slung over one of her shoulders.  “You don’t look like you’ve eaten in a while; I’ll bring a burrito too.”

We stared at each other for a full minute, me holding the small padlock key like an idiot, her watching with great care.  Her long black hair was pulled back, but the ponytail left more than one strand floating free behind her ear as if she’d bundled it in a hurry.  She was probably nearing thirty.  I doubted I’d live the ten years it would take me to reach thirty.  She was slim like me, but radiated good health and confidence.  If her magic couldn’t outrun me, and it probably couldn’t, her strong legs looked very likely to physically catch me, especially today.  I turned with the key and let myself into the soft, crowded darkness.

True to her word, she returned with blankets, a small electric heater, two burritos, a pack of water, protein bars and a heavy jacket.  No sirens blared.

The shed had been crowded before I arrived, but I’d slid the lounge chair forward and against one wall so that I wouldn’t roll off.  It wasn’t possible to escape the collection of hoes, shovels, fence posts, wire, drills and other tools.  There was a table sort of in the middle of the room, but it was stacked high with more odds and ends.  Night had effectively shuttered the single window.

“I’m Adriel,” the witch said, sliding tools across the wooden table and unpacking the various gifts she had brought.  She kept her back to the door and was mostly between me and it, a good place for her, but not so much for me.

I swallowed hard.  “I, uh...”

She waited a beat and then said, “It’s fine.  I don’t need to know your name.”  She handed me a burrito and a water.  The overhead bulb I hadn’t searched for was enough light for her to locate an electrical outlet hidden partially behind a tool chest on wheels.  “Keep anything flammable, including your feet, away from the heater.  It should keep the place tolerable.”  The blankets waited for me on the end of the lounger.  Greedily I pulled one over my legs and draped another over my shoulder, the one that wasn’t seeping blood.

Adriel frowned at my bruised and bloody arm before digging through her pack.  “Alcohol swabs.  I’m no healer, but I have a salve...”  She rummaged, found a jar, tossed it to me and kept searching.  “Ah, here it is.  This is a sage pack.  It’s full of healing elements—”

“I know what it is,” I held my hand out eagerly.

She tossed it to me.  Without waiting, I slapped it on my shoulder, harder than I intended.  Her type of magic normally leached slowly into a person, but I was me.  My body sucked it up like the desert ate water.  My breath caught with the quick pain of it; hers caught for entirely different reasons.  The little herbal pack shrunk as if it were a punctured balloon.  “I don’t...do you have any more?”  Tears stung my eyes with the relief.  The wound was begging for infection because I’d done little more than stop the bleeding.  The clotted, messy scabs had broken open twice after I’d escaped.
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